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We Need to Talk About Kevin 


BRIEF BIOGRAPHY OF LIONEL SHRIVER 


Lionel Shriver was born Margaret Ann Shriver in Gastonia, 
North Carolina. Shriver changed her name to “Lionel” at the 
age of 15, as she thought it was more fitting to her 
stereotypically masculine style. Shriver’s father was a 
Presbyterian minister, and she was raised in a religious 
household. Shriver attended Barnard College, where she 
earned a BA before going on to receive an MFA from Columbia 
University. She has traveled extensively, living for extended 
times in Egypt and Thailand. She now resides in London with 
her partner. Shriver's novels are known for their exploration of 
complex social and psychological issues. 


HISTORICAL CONTEXT 


Though We Need To Talk About Kevin does not directly mirror 
any specific school shooting, the novel was published soon after 
the infamous Columbine High School massacre in 1999, in 
which two students killed 12 other students and one teacher 
on school grounds. The event prompted what is now known as 
the “Columbine Effect,’ influencing a number of teenagers who 
then committed murders at their own schools. In We Need To 
Talk About Kevin, Kevin witnesses an epidemic of school 
shootings and becomes influenced himself. The Columbine 
massacre is seen as having influenced the more recent Virginia 
Tech, Sandy Hook, Stoneman Douglas, and Robb shootings. The 
collection of mass murders has sparked debate over gun 
control and has encouraged schools to implement tighter 
security restrictions and safety measures. 


RELATED LITERARY WORKS 


Shriver has said the novel Absalom, Absalom! by William 
Faulkner has influenced her writing the most in terms of its 
poetic literary devices. Defending Jacob by William Landay is a 
more recent novel (published in 2012) that is relevant to We 
Need to Talk About Kevin, as it’s about a teenager accused of 
murder and the effect this has on a family. Like We Need To Talk 
About Kevin, Landay’s novel explores the limits of parental 
responsibility and the legal system’s role in determining fault. 
The nonfiction book Columbine explores the Columbine High 
School massacre in 1999—the deadliest school shooting in 
history before We Need To Talk About Kevin was published. This 
book examines the lives and psychologies of the two 
perpetrators. On another note, Celeste Ng’s 2017 novel Little 
Fires Everywhere explores the themes of motherhood, family, 
and coming of age, and the impact that violent crime has ona 
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KEY FACTS 


e Full Title: We Need to Talk About Kevin 
e Where Written: London, England 

e When Published: April 14, 2003 

e Literary Period: Contemporary 


e Genre: Epistolary Novel, Thriller 
e Setting: New York City and Gladstone, NJ 


e Climax: Kevin murders 10 people in his school gymnasium. 


e Antagonist: Kevin Khatchadourian 
e Point of View: First Person 


EXTRA CREDIT 


Film Adaptation. We Need To Talk About Kevin was adapted into 
amovie in 2011. The film was acclaimed by critics, and some 
consider it to be one of the best movies of the 2010s. 


Previous Work. Lionel Shriver published seven novels before 
We Need To Talk About Kevin. Her previous novels were well- 
received too, but We Need To Talk About Kevin won the 
prestigious Orange Award, bringing the author to the public 
eye. 


LL | PLOT SUMMARY 


Through a series of letters to her estranged husband, Franklin, 
Eva Khatchadourian recounts the events of her and Franklin's 
family life leading up to their son Kevin’s recent mass murder. 
Eva tells Franklin that she misses him and that she lives in a new 
house close to Kevin. Eva’s community ostracizes her and 
vandalizes her new house with red paint. 


Eva recalls the time that she and Franklin dated before they 
had Kevin. At this time, she is an avid traveler, and she owns a 
successful company that publishes travel guides. Eva and 
Franklin discuss whether they should have a child—Eva doesn't 
want to because she thinks a baby would detract from the 
things she enjoys in life, but Franklin wants to be a father. One 
day, Eva decides that if she ever loses Franklin, she will want a 
child to keep her company. She and Franklin try to get pregnant, 
but Eva has second thoughts as she considers the 
inconveniences of pregnancy. Eva does get pregnant, and she 
immediately regrets it. She and Franklin argue about whose last 
name the baby should take (they decide on Eva’s) and about 
how Eva treats her body during pregnancy. 
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bathroom with a girl who is bleeding all over her body. The girl 
has severe eczema, which she usually resists scratching. Eva is 
certain that Kevin somehow caused the girl to bleed. Eva is 
upset with him and doesn’t change his diaper that day (Kevin is 
still in diapers at six years old). Franklin is appalled that Eva 
refused to change Kevin's diaper, and the tension between 
Franklin and Eva grows. Eva is convinced that Kevin refuses to 
use the bathroom on purpose to bother his parents. One day, 
Kevin soils himself three times in a row right after Eva changes 
him. Beside herself with frustration, Eva throws Kevin across 
the room into the changing table, and he breaks his arm. To 
Eva’s relief, Kevin lies about the incident to everyone, saying it 
was an accident. In light of this, Eva loses any power she had 
over Kevin and she begins to oblige all his demands. Franklin 
and Eva continue to argue about Kevin regularly. Eva wants 
another baby, but Franklin rejects the idea because he thinks 
Eva is a bad mother. Eva stops using birth control without 
telling Franklin, and she becomes pregnant. 


Eva tells Kevin about sex, and that he is going to have a sibling. 
He is not curious about or surprised by sex, and he is upset by 
the prospect of a sibling. Eva gives birth to a girl and names her 
Celia. Celia is much easier to care for than Kevin. As a baby she 
never cries, and she sleeps easily. As she gets older, she and Eva 
become very attached to each other. Kevin tortures Celia by 
scaring and hurting her on purpose; one time he ties her to a 
chair and forces her to eat a mixture of mayonnaise and curry 
until she vomits. As Celia gets older, Kevin becomes more 
hostile to Eva and more pleasant towards Franklin. However, 
Kevin becomes very sick when he is 10 years old, and his 
behavior suddenly (but temporarily) flips. He seems to lack 
enough energy to either act nicely towards Franklin or to be 
angry and hateful towards Eva. Eva reads Kevin Robin Hood, 
and Kevin loves it. Eva is glad that he is showing interest in 
something, so she buys him an archery set. 


Kevin's hostile behaviors continue into adolescence. He bullies 
other students at school and once gets in trouble with the 
police for throwing bricks at cars. Shortly after this, Celia’s pet 
shrew mysteriously goes missing. When Kevin is 14, Celia badly 
injures her eye and face with drain cleaner. She has surgery and 
loses an eye. Eva is sure that Kevin hurt Celia with the chemical 
on purpose, but Franklin thinks the accusation is outrageous. 
Celia later gets a glass eye replacement. 


School shootings become very common in America throughout 
Kevin's adolescence. Kevin defends the shooters and hates it 
when Eva criticizes them. Around this time, Kevin accuses one 
of his teachers of touching him inappropriately. Eva is sure that 
he is lying and wants to send him to boarding school. Franklin 
doesn't trust Eva’s opinion of Kevin at all anymore—he thinks 
she is delusional, and he says he wants to separate. Kevin 
overhears this conversation. 


A short while later, Eva stays late at work and hears that there 
was a shooting at Kevin's high school. Eva rushes to the school, 
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scared for Kevin's safety. She sees Kevin walk out of the school 
in handcuffs. Eva drives to the police station, calling Franklin in 
a panic, but he doesn’t pick up. She drives home after talking to 
the police. She finds Franklin and Celia dead in Kevin's archery 
range, with multiple arrows in their bodies. Eva later learns that 
Kevin locked nine students and one teacher in the school 
gymnasium, and shot them with arrows, letting them slowly 
bleed to death. 


Awhile after the murders, Eva sees a documentary about 
Kevin. Kevin tells an interviewer that he is tired of people 
blaming Eva for what happened, and Eva sees that the only 
thing in Kevin’s cell is a picture of her. Exactly two years after 
the murders, Eva visits Kevin in prison. He is almost 18, and he 
is terrified because he will soon transfer to an adult prison. Eva 
tells him how much she misses Celia and Franklin. Kevin says 
that he doesn’t know why he committed the murders. He gives 
her a tiny coffin containing Celia’s glass eye. Eva hugs Kevin, 
and she thinks she hears him apologize. 


42 CHARACTERS 


MAJOR CHARACTERS 


Eva Khatchadourian - Eva is Kevin and Celia’s mother, 
Franklin’s wife, and Sonya’s daughter. She is the protagonist, 
and the novel is composed of her letters to her deceased 
husband, Franklin. Eva is very proud of her Armenian descent. 
Eva's father and much of her extended family were killed in the 
Armenian genocide, but Eva becomes closer to her mother 
throughout the novel. When Eva is young, she loves to travel, 
and she starts a very successful travel company called Wing 
and a Prayer. Eva eventually falls in love with Franklin and gets 
bored of traveling. She agrees to have a child with Franklin, 
thinking it will be a fun adventure, though she doesn't really 
want to be a mother. She has a troubled relationship with her 
son Kevin, which complicates her marriage. Eva believes that 
Kevin hates her as soon as he is born, but her narration might 
not be completely reliable. Still, Eva resents Kevin and often 
wishes she never had him. She tries to be a good mother to him 
but often fails. Eva has amuch more natural and loving 
relationship with her second child, Celia. Kevin eventually kills 
Franklin and Celia as a part of his larger mass murder. Eva 
struggles to forgive herself and her son as she moves forward 
from this, and her complicated relationship with Kevin 
highlights the novel’s interest in examining the nature of guilt, 
accountability, and blame. As Eva tries in retrospect to make 
sense of what role she may or may not have played in shaping 
Kevin's violent behavior, the novel invites readers to consider 
the extent to which parents can influence their children. 


Kevin Khatchadourian - Kevin is Eva and Franklin’s son, Celia’s 
sister, and the antagonist of the novel. Kevin is difficult to care 
for as an infant because he screams constantly and doesn't 
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sleep well. He starts talking later than average, but when he 
does start, he speaks in complete sentences right away. Kevin 
doesn't play as a child, bullies other kids, and is in diapers until 
he is six. He seems to resent his mother from the moment he’s 
born, and he never has a good relationship with her. He fakes 
enthusiasm around his father but doesn’t actually respect him. 
Kevin tortures his younger sister her whole life, and he is 
constantly angry and seems unhappy to be alive, though the 
true inner workings of Kevin's mind remain somewhat of a 
mystery. Kevin never forms any genuine relationships, and he 
constantly tries to hurt and inconvenience others. Eventually, 
he takes up archery practice, which he excels at. In adolescence, 
he seems fascinated by war and violence, and he admires the 
school shooters he hears about in the news. He eventually plots 
amassacre of his own and kills 10 people at his school, as well 
as his own father and sister. Kevin seems satisfied for the first 
couple years of his imprisonment, but he becomes scared when 
he has to transfer to an adult prison. Right before he transfers, 
he shows remorse to Eva for the first time. 


Franklin Plaskett - Franklin is Eva’s husband and Kevin and 
Celia’s father. Franklin and Eva have a loving relationship at 
first, though Franklin lacks trust in Eva because she leaves the 
country for long periods of time. The two are also very different 
in some ways—Franklin is a Republican while Eva is a 
Democrat, and Franklin idealizes the U.S. while Eva resents it. 
Franklin has a romanticized notion of having a family in the 
suburbs, but Eva prefers the city and doesn’t like children. 
Franklin adores Kevin and doesn't see any problem in his 
behavior, and he eventually comes to resent Eva and mistrust 
her opinion of their son. When Celia is born, Franklin resents 
her because she is so much more likable than Kevin—Franklin 
thinks Kevin doesn’t get enough love, and he doesn’t want to 
betray his son. He considers separating from Eva and taking 
custody of Kevin, but Kevin murders Franklin before he has the 
chance. 


Celia Plaskett - Celia is Eva and Franklin’s daughter and 
Kevin's sister. She is eight years younger than Kevin. Celia is the 
opposite of Kevin in every way—she is optimistic, sensitive, and 
eager to please. In many ways, Celia’s personality is very similar 
to Franklin’s, though she is much more attached to Eva. Celia 
adores Kevin even though he constantly tortures her. In one 
mysterious incident, Kevin causes Celia to lose an eye and burn 
her face with a drain cleaning chemical. Broadly speaking, Celia 
represents everything Kevin is not, effectively functioning as a 
stereotypically normal child in a way that highlights Kevin's 
darker and more problematic tendencies. Kevin eventually 
shoots Celia to death on his archery range and takes her glass 
eye. 


Mary Woolford - Mary Woolford is the mother of Laura 
Woolford—one of Kevin's victims. She first approaches Kevin's 
family to report that Kevin has been calling Laura fat in school 
even though Laura is anorexic. After Laura is killed, Mary sues 
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Eva for parental negligence, and she tries to inconvenience and 
shame Eva whenever she can. She seems to blame Eva 
completely for Laura’s death. 


Siobhan - Siobhan is Kevin's nanny for about a year when he is 
an infant. Siobhan is a diligent caretaker, and she becomes a 
friend to Eva and Franklin. Eventually, Siobhan becomes fed up 
with Kevin—he pulls her hair and hurts her intentionally, and he 
screams inconsolably all day long. She quits as Kevin’s nanny, 
and Eva gives Siobhan a job at her travel company. 


Loretta Greenleaf - Loretta is the mother of an inmate at 
Kevin's prison. She meets Eva in the waiting room one day, and 
Loretta tells Eva not to blame herself for her son’s murders. She 
says that mothers are always blamed unnecessarily, but no one 
ever blames fathers. Eva is emotionally moved by the exchange. 


MINOR CHARACTERS 


Sonya - Sonya is Eva’s mother. Her husband was killed in 
World War II while she was pregnant with Eva, and much of her 
extended family was killed in the Armenian Genocide. Sonya is 
agoraphobic and reclusive. Sonya becomes closer to Eva after 
hearing about Kevin’s murders. 


Thelma Corbitt - Thelma is the mother of Denny, one of 
Kevin's victims. Thelma’s attitude toward Eva is the opposite of 
Mary Woolford’s—Thelma empathizes with Eva and doesn't 
hold any anger toward her. She invites Eva to Denny’s funeral. 


O) THEMES 


In LitCharts literature guides, each theme gets its own color- 
coded icon. These icons make it easy to track where the themes 
occur most prominently throughout the work. If you don't have 
a color printer, you can still use the icons to track themes in 
black and white. 


GUILT AND ACCOUNTABILITY 


Eva, Kevin’s mother and the narrator of We Need to 
Talk About Kevin, feels guilty from the day she gives 
birth to Kevin. At first, her guilt stems from the fact 
that she feels no emotion toward Kevin when he is born. This 
makes her feel like a failure, both as a mother and a wife, as she 
knows that her indifference toward motherhood causes Kevin 
and Franklin, her husband, to suffer. However, Eva later 
struggles to understand just how much responsibility she 
deserves to bear for Kevin's mass murder. She accepts that she 
is abad mother in many ways—she uses her work to avoid 
dealing with her family, she is often cold and unloving, and she 
even physically abuses Kevin on a couple occasions. At the 
same time, the novel implies that the mere idea of fault or 
accountability in such situations is deeply complex, and Eva’s 
struggle to come to terms with her own culpability as the 
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mother of amass murderer ultimately invites readers to 
engage with difficult questions about guilt and blame. 


On some level, Eva knows that she is not solely responsible for 
Kevin's eventual murders, but some members of her 
community try to blame her. When Mary Woolford, the mother 
of one of Kevin's, victims sues Eva for child negligence, Eva is 
defensive. After all, Eva believes, Kevin is the one who 
committed the murders. Even though he's young, he’s still an 
individual who makes his own choices, so he must be held 
responsible. To that end, Eva is moved to tears when Loretta 
Greenleaf—the mother of one of Kevin's fellow inmates—tells 
her not to feel responsible for her son’s crime. Loretta reasons 
that if Eva is at fault for her son’s wrongdoings, then she should 
in turn blame her own mother, and her grandmother, and so on. 
This idea highlights the human tendency to foist accountability 
onto others as well as the fact that society often seems eager to 
place blame on mothers, as if the failure to be a perfect mother 
is a crime of sorts. 


Of course, this is not to downplay the fact that Eva does behave 
rather immorally toward Kevin, using violence and emotional 
manipulation to deal with her insecurity about his behavior and 
their relationship. But the novel isn’t interested in definitively 
condemning Eva as the reason Kevin becomes a mass 
murderer. Rather, the novel is interested in examining her 
complex relationship to her own guilt and, in doing so, 
encouraging readers to consider the seeming impossibility of 
tracing the root cause of senseless violence back to a single 


SOUrCe. 
MARRIAGE, FAMILY, AND SOCIAL 
NORMS 
I 


Eva’s ambivalence about motherhood and 
embracing traditional gender roles is at the root of 
her family’s trouble. Unequivocally, Eva does not want to be a 
mother, yet she ultimately chooses to become pregnant for 
Franklin, who has always wanted to be a father. After becoming 
pregnant, Eva expects (or, at least, hopes) that she will naturally 
fall into her role as a mother—as society seems to imply she 
will—but she never does. After many years of trying to connect 
with her child, Kevin, however, mothering Kevin remains as 
unnatural and unfulfilling as ever for Eva. 


Franklin has a different view completely, as he always knew 
that he wanted children. He doesn’t struggle with mixed 
feelings about fatherhood—perhaps because society expects 
less from fathers of young children than they do from mothers. 
When Kevin is young, Franklin is never the one to stay at home 
with him, so he doesn’t see the hardships that Eva faces of 
caring for an infant all day long. Though Eva is often frustrated 
by Franklin's embrace of gender norms, she complies with his 
views by leaving her work to care for Kevin. In fact, Eva is more 
passionate about her work than Franklin is, and her career 
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brings in far more income than his. Though Eva defies 
traditional gender roles by being the “breadwinner,” she still 
chooses to stay home with her children as Franklin, and society, 
expects her to. Eva ends up being jealous of Franklin’s 
relationship with their son, while Franklin resents Eva for being 
unable to embrace parenthood. It seems likely that Franklin’s 
relationship with Kevin is less strained simply because he 
spends less time with him, and Eva’s struggle stems from the 
fact that she sacrifices much more than her husband does for 
their son. 


Allin all, Eva and Franklin have vastly different opinions on 
parenthood because they have vastly different experiences of 
it, and this divide ultimately causes the collapse of the entire 
family. Eva meets a woman in Kevin's prison who tells her that 
people always blame a child’s mother for their hardships but 
that no one ever blames fathers. This is true in Eva’s case, 
suggesting that societal gender norms are not only baseless but 
also harmful to the longevity and wellbeing of families. 


NATURE VS. NURTURE 


We Need to Talk About Kevin follows Eva, whose son, 
Kevin, has recently murdered 10 people at his 
school, as she struggles to understand what caused 
Kevin to commit an act of such brutal and senseless violence. 
Eva considers both sides of the classic debate about the 
importance of nature and the importance of nurture. She 
considers the possibility that Kevin was simply born hateful and 
evil (nature), as well as the possibility that his upbringing and 
environment caused him to eventually act maliciously (nurture). 
Eva believes, and Kevin admits, that at the core of his crime is 
his desire for recognition and attention. Eva also believes that 
part of Kevin's motive is to exact revenge on her for not loving 
him, and many members of Eva's community believe that her 
bad parenting influenced her son to commit murder. These 
motives support the “nurture” side of the debate, and Eva 
accepts her role in the tragedy of Kevin's life. She has let Kevin 
down in some ways, and her lack of genuine affection toward 
her son results in Kevin becoming cold and hateful. 


On the other hand, there is also evidence backing the “nature” 
side of the argument. It’s true that Eva doesn't fully love Kevin, 
but the novel plays with the idea that perhaps some of Kevin's 
innate qualities make him unlovable to her. In fact, Eva and 
Franklin's second child, Celia, is the opposite of Kevin in every 
way, even though she grows up with the same parents in the 
same environment as her brother. In fact, Eva thinks she can 
sense both her babies’ respective core energies even before 
they're born, when they're still in the womb. The novel thus 
presents evidence for both sides of the nature vs. nurture 
debate, leaving readers with the unsettling possibility that 
there are no easy answers when it comes to understanding the 
origins of violent behavior. Instead, We Need to Talk About Kevin 
suggests that Kevin's upbringing and his innate personality 
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contributed to his choice to commit his crime. In this way, then, 
the novel underscores the complexity of human behavior, 
suggesting that both nature and nurture interact in intricate 
ways to shape a person’s character and influence their 


behavior. 
a some ways to her son, Kevin, and one such 
similarity is that they both seek excitement in novel 
ways. Prior to Kevin's birth, Eva was an enthusiastic traveler, 
seeking novelty in exploring new countries. However, she 
eventually discovers that these adventures no longer satiate 
her desire for excitement, so she turns to a new 
endeavor—motherhood—to reignite the passion she once felt 
for travel. Yet motherhood, too, fails to give Eva the excitement 
and novelty she craves; when she holds Kevin for the first time, 
she feels emptiness. Much of motherhood, to her dismay, 
proves to be rather monotonous. Eva’s persistent craving for 
the novel and exotic leads her to spend much of her life trying 
to discover a metaphorical “new country,’ a quest that proves 
perpetually unfulfilling. 


She often thinks back to the surprise birthday party her mother 
threw for her when she was a kid. Eva figured out that her 
mother was planning a party, and her imagination ran wild. 
Though she didn’t have any concrete expectations, the party 
disappointed her. She knew that no matter how exciting or 
extravagant the party was, it would inevitably disappoint her. 
Eva eventually comes to accept that the fulfillment she seeks is 
impossible— reality will never meet her idealized expectations. 


IDEALISM VS. REALITY 


Eva is often unnerved to find that she is similar in 


Kevin's pursuit of an idealized reality takes a darker turn as he 
matures. He becomes increasingly fixated on human suffering, 
and as he watches school shootings become an epidemic in the 
U.S., he comes to idealize and pursue the infamy attached to 
murderers . Franklin, too, constantly strives for a romanticized 
version of life. He idealizes America, and he believes that, as an 
American, he can achieve a happy life with a perfect nuclear 
family. In the end, Eva sacrifices her family for travels which 
never satisfy her, Kevin achieves the fame he wants but realizes 
it’s not worth imprisonment, and Franklin is so caught up in his 
idealization that he ignores the dire crisis unfolding in his 
family. Thus, the novel underscores the danger of pursuing an 
idealized dream without carefully considering the real-life 
consequences of such pursuits. 


FORGIVENESS AND EMPATHY 


In the letters that make up We Need to Talk About 
Kevin, Eva often asks her husband, Franklin, to forgive 
her for being a bad mother. Though Franklin is dead, 
Eva is desperate for his forgiveness, and she seems to think that if he 
understood the trouble she went through with their violent and 
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problematic son, Kevin, (trouble that Franklin refuses to 
acknowledge when he’s still alive), then he would be able to forgive 
her. Eva seeks forgiveness from others, too, including the parents of 
Kevin's victims. One parent, Thelma Corbitt, forgives Eva 
immediately and easily—she even invites Eva to her son’s funeral. 
Thelma tells Eva that she understands that Eva is worse off than 
any of Kevin's victim’s families. After all, Eva loses her entire family 
in the mass murder, since Kevin also kills Franklin and Celia. 
Thelma’s forgiveness doesn’t mean that she accepts her son’s death 
or even that she doesn’t blame Eva for it in some way. She forgives 
Eva simply because she understands Eva's perspective. On the 
other hand, Mary Woolford, the mother of another of Kevin's 
victims, seeks revenge by shaming Eva and taking her to court. Mary 
doesn’t seem to consider Eva's personal loss at all. The difference 
between Thelma and Mary is empathy—Thelma tries to understand 
Eva's hardship, while Mary can only focus on her own loss. 


By the end of the novel, Eva also seems to forgive Kevin—at least 
partially. Through reflecting on her own actions and Kevin's 
childhood, Eva notices how similar she is to Kevin; they are both 
selfish and desperate for excitement in their own ways. She can 
empathize with him to some extent, and this allows her to find some 
measure of forgiveness for him. Eva writes to Franklin hoping that if 
he could read her letters, he would finally understand her 
perspective and thus would be able to forgive her. In turn, the novel 
implies that forgiveness doesn't require people to ignore their own 
sorrow or ignore issues of blame—rather, forgiveness comes from a 
place of empathy and can, in some ways, exist alongside other 
complicated emotions. 


£3 SYMBOLS 


Symbols appear in teal text throughout the Summary and 
Analysis sections of this LitChart. 


RED AND BLUE 


Throughout We Need to Talk About Kevin, the colors 
red and blue represent the difference between the 
imperfect reality of Eva’s life and the idealized life she longs for. 
Specifically, the color red represents Kevin’s anger and hostility, 
as well as the shame and horror Eva feels as a result. The color 
blue, on the other hand, represents the innocent and idealized 
life that Eva longs to have with her husband and daughter. Early 
in the novel, Eva describes the “crimson” paint that neighbors 
vandalize her house with. The paint is meant to guilt and 
humiliate Eva and remind her of Kevin's gruesome and bloody 
mass murder. Eva feels ashamed of the murders because she 
feels partially responsible for her son’s actions, and the 
shocking, public nature of the vandalism makes it impossible for 
Eva to ignore the horrific reality of Kevin's crime. When Kevin is 
born Eva feels that his “aura” is red, matching his angry and 
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hostile personality. Later, when Kevin is a young child, he sprays 
red ink all over the study in their home, which devastates Eva. 
This event closely mirrors the neighbors vandalizing the 
house—in both scenes, the novel uses vivid descriptions of 
“crimson, and both events bring Eva deep humiliation and 
outrage. 


On the other hand, Eva feels that her second child, Celia, is 
born with a “light blue” aura. Eva even describes envisioning a 
“clear-skied azure’ right before Celia was conceived. Celia is 
the opposite of Kevin in every way—she is loving, innocent, and 
peaceful. Celia is the child Eva hoped for when she was first 
pregnant with Kevin, but Celia dies very young after Kevin 
murders her. Celia’s death, then, reveals the unsustainability 
and the fantastical nature of Eva’s idealized life. Eva associates 
the same light blue color with her husband, Franklin. She often 
speaks fondly of his “baby-blue pickup,’ which the couple spent 
ot of time driving together before they had children. In 
reality, however, Eva’s marriage to Franklin is far from perfect: 
they clash over their opposite political views and especially 
over their different ideas about how to raise their son. That Eva 
associates Franklin with the color blue, then, reflects her 
tendency to focus on the marriage she longs for instead of the 


one she has. 

Celia’s glass eye symbolizes both Franklin and 

Celia’s naivety about Kevin’s violent and nefarious 

nature. Eva spends years trying to convince Franklin that Kevin 
wants everyone around him (but particularly Eva) to suffer, but 
Franklin won't entertain the idea, defending his son at all costs. 
Celia turns out to be like Franklin, and she fully trusts Kevin 
even after he blatantly tortures her. Kevin's most heinous act 
before his mass murder is burning Celia’s face with drain 
cleaner, which destroys one of her eyes (or so Eva suspects). 
Kevin's malicious intentions are obvious to Eva, but, to her 
frustration, the rest of her family seems to ignore these 
intentions. In turn, Celia’s physical inability to see ultimately 
parallels her (and Franklin’s) inability to see Kevin for who he is. 


w 


CELIA’S GLASS EYE 


The novel closes with Kevin returning Celia’s replacement glass 
eye to Eva and apologizing for his murders. This is meaningful 
for Eva, as it’s the only time Kevin has ever owned up for the 
pain he has caused. In fact, since Franklin and Celia were always 
ignorant of the truth about Kevin, it’s one of the only instances 
in which anyone in Eva’s life truly recognizes what Eva has gone 
through—though it is, of course, sadly ironic that Kevin is the 
one to acknowledge this. 


ee QUOTES 


Note: all page numbers for the quotes below refer to the 
Harper Perennial edition of We Need to Talk About Kevin 
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published in 2011. 


Chapter 1: November 8, 2000 Quotes 


@@ | seem finally to be learning what you were always trying 
to teach me, that my own country is as exotic and even as 
perilous as Algeria. 


Related Characters: Eva Khatchadourian (speaker), Kevin 
Khatchadourian , Franklin Plaskett, Mary Woolford 


Related Themes: © 


Page Number: 14 


Explanation and Analysis 


Eva writes her first letter to Franklin after Kevin's mass 
murder. In the letter, Eva tells Franklin about seeing Mary 
Woolford at the supermarket and how Mary then smashed 
the eggs that Eva trying to buy. Eva loves to travel, and she 
constantly chases the exciting novelty of visiting a new 
country. She's always left disappointed, however, because 
the reality of anew experience never lives up to her 
expectations. This leads her to seek out increasingly more 
exotic experiences to try to cure her chronic boredom. In 
fact, Eva only becomes pregnant with Kevin because she 
thinks having a child might provide the excitement she 
craves. 


Now, after Kevin’s murders, Eva comes to realize that she 


doesn’t need to leave America to find adventure. The fallout 


from Kevin's mass murder is the first thing Eva experiences 
that feels genuinely exotic, and she learns that when an 
experience really feels exotic, she wants to return home. It’s 
only after this tragedy uproots Eva’s life that she is able to 
appreciate what she had before. 


@@ There's no better way to get people to cooperate in this 
country than by seeming a little unhinged. 


Related Characters: Eva Khatchadourian (speaker), Kevin 
Khatchadourian , Franklin Plaskett, Mary Woolford 


Related Themes: 2) 


Page Number: 16 


Explanation and Analysis 


Eva is at the supermarket buying eggs and realizes that 
Mary Woolford smashed her eggs while she wasn't looking, 
but she insists on buying the broken eggs, even after the 


shop clerk says she will replace them with a new carton. 
After the murders, Eva starts to act more “unhinged” in 
various ways. She cites this interaction at the supermarket 
as an example of this “unhinged” behavior. In another 
instance, when she was testifying in court, the parents of 
Kevin's victims having sued her for parental negligence, Eva 
is surprisingly forthcoming about what it was really like to 
raise Kevin. 


Before the murders, Eva tried her best to remain composed 
even though she was secretly suffering at the hands of her 
manipulative son. Though Eva tried to talk to Franklin about 
Kevin's violent and malicious behavior, Franklin dismissed 
her concerns. Eva eventually submits to giving up on trying 
to do anything about Kevin's behavior, tired of her concerns 
falling on deaf ears. Kevin, meanwhile, also feels silenced 
and invisible, and he commits a heinous act to draw 
attention to himself. The murders get Kevin the attention 
and infamy he desires, and this shows Eva that sometimes 
acting “unhinged” really is the only way to make herself 
heard. In a perverse, way, then, this passage gestures 
toward Eva and Kevin’s shared drives and personality traits. 


@@ | gasped. The sun was streaming in the windows, or at least 

through the panes not streaked with paint. It also shone 
through in spots where the paint was thinnest, casting the off- 
white walls of that room in the lurid red glow of a garish 
Chinese restaurant. 


Related Characters: Kevin Khatchadourian 


Related Themes: (2) © 
Related Symbols: O 


Page Number: 20 


Explanation and Analysis 


Shortly after Kevin’s murders, Eva awakes to find her house 
covered in red enamel: in the middle of the night, someone 
came and splashed it all over the house. Most people in the 
community blame Eva for her son’s murders, and Eva 
understands the vandalism of her house as the community’s 
way of trying to guilt and shame her. The vandalism horrifies 
Eva, as her son has just murdered her husband and 
daughter in that very house. The red enamel reminds Eva of 
the murder scene, and of all the horror, anger, and shame 
that Kevin's actions have brought to her life. 


n addition to Kevin's murders, the red paint also parallels 
the earlier incident in which Kevin splashed red ink all over 
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Eva's study. The novel describes the shade of red in both 
instances as “crimson” (a shade of red that reads as 
particularly blood-like), and both events are infringements 
on Eva's peace, ultimately caused by Kevin, that profoundly 
shock and sicken Eva. This event also adds to the symbolism 
of the color red: Eva has always associated Kevin's rage and 
resentment with “a pulsing, aortal red.’ 


Chapter 2: November 15, 2000 Quotes 


@@ Besides, the good life doesn’t knock on the door. Joy is a 
job. So if you believed with sufficient industry that we had had a 
good time with Brian and Louise in theory, then we would have 
had a good time in fact. 


Related Characters: Eva Khatchadourian (speaker), Kevin 
Khatchadourian, Franklin Plaskett 


Related Themes: © 


Page Number: 28 


Explanation and Analysis 


Before they have kids, Eva and Franklin are leaving their 
friends’ house, where they have just had lunch. Eva reflects 
on how differently she and Franklin experienced the time 
they spent there. Eva has plenty of complaints about the 
lunch and how it could have gone better, but Franklin insists 
that it was a good time because there was nothing 
theoretically wrong with the meal. This exemplifies how 
differently Eva and Franklin think—Eva thinks in 
particularities while Franklin thinks in generalities. 


Later, when Eva and Franklin have a family, this difference 
will end up coming between the couple, and it contributes to 
the decline of their family. Eva notices issues with Kevin 
early on, and Franklin refuses to acknowledge them. 
Franklin thinks that, theoretically, there is nothing wrong 
with his family—he has a home, a wife, and a child. In theory, 
having these things should guarantee that Kevin grows up 
to be a healthy, well-adjusted person. When Eva tries to 
point out specific details about Kevin’s behavior that worry 
her, Franklin writes them off because he focuses more on 
the big picture than the particulars of their situation. 
Ultimately, however, Kevin's eventual crimes will show that 
Franklin's disregard for details was horribly misguided. 


e@e@ [he only way my head was going truly somewhere else 
was to travel to a different life and not to a different 
airport. “Motherhood,” | condensed in the park. “Now, that is a 

foreign country.’ 
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Related Characters: Eva Khatchadourian (speaker), Kevin 
Khatchadourian , Franklin Plaskett 


Related Themes: © 


Page Number: 31 


Explanation and Analysis 


Before Eva and Franklin have Kevin, they discuss whether 
they should have kids. Eva is an avid traveler, but she has 
lately become bored of visiting new countries. She feels that 
she needs novelty in her life, and she wonders if 
motherhood might bring her the excitement that she used 
to get from travel. Eva doesn't realize it at the time, but this 
notion is harmful and selfish. After having Kevin, Eva learns 
that motherhood is far from an exotic adventure. In fact, Eva 
finds it boring and mundane, and she often wishes she could 
return to her old life when she could travel and enjoy her 
relationship with Franklin without the complication of a 
child. It takes Eva quite a while to realize, but it’s also unfair 
to have a child just to fulfill a personal need for excitement: 
her only motivation should be to want to provide for the 
child. This mindset ultimately contributes to Eva's failure as 
amother—she expects her children to fulfill her own 
personal emotional needs, but she doesn’t consider that her 
priority as a mother should be to provide for them. 


Chapter 4: December 2, 2000 Quotes 


@@ How lucky we are, when we're spared what we think we 
want! 


Related Characters: Eva Khatchadourian (speaker), Kevin 
Khatchadourian , Franklin Plaskett 


Related Themes: © 


Page Number: 49 


Explanation and Analysis 


Eva reflects on how Franklin is the opposite of the type of 
man she thought she would marry. Eva always thought she 
would marry a liberal European, but Franklin is a 
conservative, American patriot. Eva is grateful that she ends 
up with Franklin instead of the type of man she thought she 
wanted, however, and she realizes that oftentimes people 
are wrong about what they think they want. For example, 
Eva is wrong when she thinks she wants a child, Franklin is 
wrong when he thinks he wants to leave Eva and take Kevin, 
and Kevin is wrong when he thinks he wants to commit 
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mass murder and spend years in prison. 


Each of these three characters pursues an idealized version 
of life at the expense of real-life consequences. Eva doesn't 
consider how much misery having a child will bring her, and 
she wishes she never had Kevin after he is born. Franklin 
refuses to acknowledge Kevin's behavior issues because he 
so badly wants a perfect American nuclear family. And Kevin 
doesn't think through whether the infamy he gains from the 
murders will be worth spending years in prison. In the end, 
each character's life ends up ruined by their pursuits of 
what they think they want. 


@@ | was visiting your country. The one you had made for 
yourself, the way a child constructs a log cabin out of 
Popsicle sticks. 


Related Characters: Eva Khatchadourian (speaker), Kevin 
Khatchadourian, Franklin Plaskett 


Related Themes: © 


Page Number: 51 


Explanation and Analysis 


When Eva and Franklin first meet, Franklin tries to show 
Eva how great America can be. Eva gets the impression that 
Franklin idealizes America. He doesn't see the country for 
what it really is, Eva believes, and he instead creates an 
idealized image of what he wants it to be, and then he 
convinces himself that his mental construction is reality. 
Franklin's tendency to idealize America ends up causing 
many problems for the family because he is never able to 
look past his idealized mental images and see things for 
what they really are. For example, Franklin refuses to accept 
that Kevin has behavioral issues because to do so would not 
At with his image of what a perfect nuclear family should 
ook like. Even when Franklin is faced with obvious evidence 
to the contrary, he insists that there is nothing wrong with 
his country or his family. This stubborn oversight ultimately 
eads Franklin to his death, as he could have intervened in 
Kevin's downward spiral if he'd allowed himself to 
acknowledge there was a problem. Instead, he rejects the 
evidence that is right in front of him until it is too late, and 
his troubled son kills him. 


@@ You make me feel bad; feeling bad makes me mad; ergo, 
you make me mad. 


Related Characters: Eva Khatchadourian (speaker), Kevin 
Khatchadourian , Franklin Plaskett 


Related Themes: (2) 


Page Number: 53 


Explanation and Analysis 


When Eva first starts visiting Kevin in prison, he seems 
angry to see her there. Eva tries to understand where her 
son’s anger is coming from—after all, he’s the one who 
murdered Eva’s family and intentionally ruined her life, so it 
should really be Eva who is angry at Kevin. She think that 
perhaps he feels guilty when he sees Eva and that he’s upset 
to realize that she brings out that feeling in him. 


Eva finds this line of reasoning unfair, believing that a 
woman would hold herself accountable and not blame her 
feelings on someone else. But Eva is not a very reliable 
narrator—she is often unaware of her own actions and 
emotions. In fact, she often relies on Kevin's line of 
reasoning when dealing with conflicts in her own life. When 
Kevin is young, he and Eva have a complex relationship 
because both crave love and affection from each other, but 
they are both so hostile to each other that they don’t enjoy 
spending time together. Kevin makes Eva feel bad even 
when he is an infant: in Eva’s mind, Kevin makes her feel 
useless and intentionally tries to humiliate and manipulate 
her. In turn, Eva feels bad and becomes angry, and she takes 
out her anger on Kevin. In this way, then, Eva mistakes her 
response to Kevin’s behavior for something Kevin has made 
her feel. Consciously or unconsciously, she refuses to 
accept responsibility for her own emotions—the very thing 
she accuses Kevin of doing. Eva and Kevin have similar 
emotional impulses and ways of thinking, but Eva is 
reluctant to acknowledge this. 


Chapter 5: December 8, 2000 Quotes 


@@ “It’s very dangerous’ | said. Indeed, just about any stranger 
could have turned up nine months later. We might as well have 
left the door unlocked. 


Related Characters: Eva Khatchadourian (speaker), Kevin 
Khatchadourian , Franklin Plaskett 


Related Themes: O © 


Page Number: 63 


Explanation and Analysis 


Eva and Franklin are contemplating whether they should 
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have a child, and they have unprotected sex for the first 
time. Eva decides on a whim that she wants a child because 
she wants someone who could help her through the loss of 
Franklin, should he die unexpectedly. This is a selfish reason 
to want a child—Eva thinks only about what her child can 
offer her instead of what she can offer her child. 


Eva's logic is also ironic because, of course, Kevin does not 
help Eva through the loss of Franklin. Instead, Kevin directly 
causes Eva to lose Franklin, first emotionally and then 
iterally, when Kevin kills him. Eva tells Franklin that the 
timing is “dangerous,’ meaning that she is fertile, but she 
doesn't know just how dangerous it really is to become 
pregnant with Kevin. Eva jokes about leaving the door 
unlocked as though Kevin is a threatening intruder, and 
Kevin does turn out to pose the greatest threat to the family 
that they could have ever imagined. Referring to Kevin as a 
“stranger” also implies that Eva and Franklin have no way of 
knowing what kind of person they'll bring into the world. 
Eva's description of having a child as “dangerous, then, 
gestures toward one of the book’s main concerns: whether 
a child is the product of how their parents raise them, or 
whether they are born with certain predispositions over 
which their parents have no control. 


Chapter 6: December 9, 2000 Quotes 


@@ The whole time | was pregnant with Kevin | was battling 
the idea of Kevin, the notion that | had demoted myself from 
driver to vehicle, from householder to house. 


Related Characters: Eva Khatchadourian (speaker), Kevin 
Khatchadourian, Franklin Plaskett 


Related Themes: 2) 


Page Number: 71 


Explanation and Analysis 


Eva regrets getting pregnant almost immediately after 
Kevin is conceived. The lifelong power struggle between 
Eva and Kevin starts when Eva first becomes pregnant. She 
feels a loss of control over her body and life since all her 
choices now directly affect Kevin, too. Eva never really 
wanted to have a child in the first place—she just wanted an 
adventure and she wanted to please Franklin, and she felt 
that having a child was one way to accomplish both goals . 
Since Eva never wanted to be pregnant, she resents the 
changes that happen to her body. Looking back on this time, 
Eva suggests that Kevin was able to sense Eva’s resistance 
to him even before he was born. After his birth, then, he 
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gets back at her by going of his way to make Eva's life 
difficult, which drives Eva to resent him even more. 
Ultimately, there are many reasons that Eva and Kevin don't 
get along, but the initial catalyst for the family’s conflict is 
Eva's resistance to Kevin from the moment she realizes 
she’s pregnant with him. Eva's logic entertains the notion 
that both nature and nurture can play a role in how a child 
develops: Kevin was born resentful, yes, but it’s also 
possible that her own resentment caused him to be hateful 
in the first place. 


@@ Only the untouched, the well-fed and contented, could 


possibly covet suffering like a designer jacket. 


Related Characters: Eva Khatchadourian (speaker), Kevin 
Khatchadourian , Franklin Plaskett 


Related Themes: (2) 


Page Number: 74 


Explanation and Analysis 


Eva is pregnant with Kevin, and she and Franklin are 
discussing what they should name him. Eva wants Kevin to 
take her last name instead of Franklin’s because Eva's 
sounds less American and it honors her Armenian heritage. 
After Kevin's murders, Eva reflects on how naive she was to 
try to use the tragedy of the Armenian genocide to lend her 
child social status. Before Kevin is born, Eva does have a 
pompous and entitled attitude. She feels that she’s above 
others because of her Armenian heritage and because she is 
well-traveled. Eva looks down on American culture as 
though she is not American herself. 


But while Eva’s ancestors lived through the Armenian 
genocide, she herself did not. In laying claim to a tragedy she 
did not experience firsthand, she exhibits one of the traits 
she claims to hate in other Americans: their unjustified 
sense of entitlement. After Kevin's murders, Eva realizes 
that had she actually been affected by the Armenian 
genocide, she wouldn't have flaunted her connection to it. 
Her personal tragedy—a tragedy she has experienced 
directly rather than one she lays cultural claim to despite 
degrees of generational separation—humbles her and puts 
her cultural views and values in perspective. 


e@ When you lifted the needle peremptorily, you scratched a 


groove, so that forever after the song would skip and keep 


repeating, Baby what did you expect... 
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Related Characters: Eva Khatchadourian (speaker), Kevin 
Khatchadourian, Franklin Plaskett 


Related Themes: © 


Page Number: 76 


Explanation and Analysis 


Eva is pregnant with Kevin, and Franklin comes home to find 
Eva listening to arecord and dancing. Franklin does not 
approve because he thinks Eva dancing will damage the 
fetus, so he stops the record. The line of the song that the 
record stops on—‘Baby what did you expect...”"—symbolizes 
Eva's life coming to a complete standstill after Kevin is born. 
Eva has lofty expectations before she becomes 
pregnant—she thinks having a child will be a life-changing 
adventure that will bring her joy, love, and emotional 
fulfillment. But Eva's vision of the future are never realistic, 
and reality always falls short of her expectations. Of course, 
Eva never could have expected the horrors that await her 
after Kevin is born. Just like the record is permanently 
altered and the song never continues past the line about 
expectations, Eva's life is never the same after Kevin is born, 
and her hopes and expectations of having a happy family life 
never come to fruition. 


Chapter 8: December 13, 2000 Quotes 
@@ And | was visited by a prescient taste of adulthood, an 


unbracketed “No Exit” sensation, which rarely plagues children: 


that we were sitting in a room and there was nothing to say or 
do. 


Related Characters: Eva Khatchadourian (speaker), Kevin 
Khatchadourian, Franklin Plaskett 


Related Themes: © 


Page Number: 93 


Explanation and Analysis 


When Eva is a young child, her mother throws her a surprise 
birthday party. Eva finds out about the party in advance, and 
her excitement builds leading up to the day. At the party, 
however, Eva finds herself disappointed and depressed. She 
later realizes that any party would be disappointing no 
matter what because nothing could ever compare to her 
idealized expectations for it. Eva feels this same sense of 
disappointment throughout her adulthood. Every time she 
travels to anew place, she finds herself disappointed and 
bored. 
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Eva is constantly seeking out a truly “exotic” experience that 
will exceed her expectations and change her life. She 
believes that motherhood can provide this, but Eva is 
disappointed to find that she feels nothing upon holding 
Kevin for the first time. Eva feels the same emptiness that 
she felt at her birthday party—that “there was nothing to 
say or do,’ Even after she has Kevin, Eva still doesn’t stop 
seeking out novel experiences. She travels to Africa, and she 
has asecond child, but she remains unsatisfied. 


Chapter 12: January 1, 2001 Quotes 
@@ | panicked, thinking, There’s nowhere to hide. 


Related Characters: Eva Khatchadourian (speaker), Kevin 
Khatchadourian , Franklin Plaskett, Celia Plaskett 


Related Themes: Q 
Page Number: 145 


Explanation and Analysis 


Eva, Franklin, and Kevin move into their new house in the 
suburbs. Eva didn’t want to move to the suburbs, and 
Franklin picked out the house without Eva’s input. When 
Eva sees it for the first time, she hates it. It has an open 
floorplan, and Eva has the sensation that it offers her no 
place to hide. Eva already feels like she sacrifices too much 
for her family. When she moves into the new house, she 
eels that she has given up every part of herself. With 
“nowhere to hide,’ Eva has no space completely to herself, 
and she hates the feeling of having to share everything with 
Kevin. Eva's reluctance to sacrifice and share herself with 
her child is a clear indicator that she is not cut out for 
motherhood. 


fe 


This quote also foreshadows the danger that will unfold in 
the house years later, as Franklin and Celia will have 
nowhere to hide from Kevin the day that he murders them. 
The quote seems to suggest that Eva, Franklin, and Celia 
never stood a chance against Kevin. 


e@ After all, you practiced rounding up on Kevin from the day 
he was born. Me, I’m astickler. | prefer my photographs in 


focus. 


Related Characters: Eva Khatchadourian (speaker), Kevin 
Khatchadourian , Franklin Plaskett 


Related Themes: © 
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Page Number: 145 


Explanation and Analysis 


Eva, Franklin, and Kevin are moving into their new house, 
and Franklin excitedly gives Eva a tour (he picked out the 
house without Eva’s input, and this is the first time she’s 
seeing it). Eva considers that Franklin is partially faking his 
enthusiasm. She wonders if he notices the flaws in the 
house but is choosing to ignore them—‘rounding up” based 
on his idealized image of a blissful nuclear family in their 
new, suburban house and ignoring the way the actual house 
and his actual family) falls short of those expectations. Eva 
often discusses how Franklin sees things in generalities and 
concepts and how he can ignore minor negative details that 
mar the bigger picture he has in mind. Eva thinks that she, 
on the other hand, focuses on every minute detail. 


Eva's assessment of her and Franklin's different thinking 
styles does seem to hold some merit, but it is also true that 
Eva's perceptions are not completely reliable. While it may 
be the case that Franklin thinks more conceptually than Eva 
about things like politics, when it comes to Kevin, Franklin is 
completely blind to his issues to the point that he borders 
on delusional. Franklin is unable to accept that Kevin ever 
does anything wrong, even when the police bring Kevin 
home. On the other hand, Eva accuses Kevin of malice when 
he is an infant, and she often punishes him too harshly. 

either Eva nor Franklin has a completely accurate view of 
Kevin. They are unable to see each other’s perspectives and 
compromise. In this way, then, neither is able to see their 
family’s reality “in focus.’ 


Chapter 13: January 6, 2001 Quotes 


@@ The secret is that there is no secret. That is what we really 
wish to keep from our kids, and its suppression is the true 
collusion of adulthood, the pact we make, the Talmud we 
protect. 


Related Characters: Eva Khatchadourian (speaker), Kevin 
Khatchadourian, Franklin Plaskett 


Related Themes: © O 


Page Number: 160 


Explanation and Analysis 


Eva is being sued for parental negligence. In court, she 
explains that she and Franklin tried to avoid exposing Kevin 
to violence and sex on television, but Kevin always hacked 
through the parental controls. Eva thinks that what Kevin is 


so angry about is the fact that nothing Eva and Franklin 
tried to hide from him turned out to be very interesting at 
all. She believes that parents don’t actually try to hide 
violence and sex from their children—they hide the fact that 
discovering things like violence and sex is boring and 
u 
c 
fi 


nsatisfying. This idea mirrors Eva’s experience with her 
hildhood birthday party. Just as Eva was disappointed to 
nd that her birthday party couldn't possibly live up to her 
expectations, Kevin (Eva thinks) is disappointed to discover 
that nothing can ever excite him. Eva guesses that Kevin is 
even disappointed after his murders don't satisfy him as 
much as he thought they might. 


Chapter 14: January 13, 2001 Quotes 


@@ Youcan blame your mother, and she can blame hers. 
Leastways sooner or later it’s the fault of somebody who's 
dead. 


Related Characters: Loretta Greenleaf (speaker), Eva 
Khatchadourian, Kevin Khatchadourian , Franklin Plaskett 


Related Themes: Æ QO © 


Page Number: 178 


Explanation and Analysis 


Eva is visiting Kevin in prison. In the waiting room, she starts 
talking to the mother of another inmate (Loretta Greenleaf). 
Eva explains to Loretta who she is, and Loretta tells Eva not 
to blame herself for what Kevin did. She explains that 
society always blames mothers for their children’s actions, 
but no one blames fathers or accepts that some kids just 
don't turn into good people even if they are raised well. If 
Kevin blames Eva for how he turned out, then Eva can 
blame her own mother, and her grandmother, and so on. 
Loretta’s point is that a tragedy is never only one person’s 
fault. Loretta’s words move Eva to tears, and this shows 

how deeply Eva is affected by her community's choice to 
blame her for Kevin's murders. Eva finds the guilt to be too 
heavy a burden to bear alone, and she seeks forgiveness 
from others. Loretta’s own son is in prison, so she can 
empathize with Eva’s situation. Eva realizes that empathy is 
what leads to forgiveness. 


Chapter 16: January 19, 2001 Quotes 


@@ A poor substitute for the sort of passion we like to extol 
perhaps, but real love shares more in common with hatred and 
rage than it does with geniality or politeness. 
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Related Characters: Eva Khatchadourian (speaker), Kevin 
Khatchadourian, Franklin Plaskett 


Related Themes: & O 


Page Number: 208-209 


Explanation and Analysis 


After Kevin soils his diaper multiple times in a row at the age 
of six, Eva becomes so frustrated that she throws Kevin 
across the room, breaking his arm. Reflecting on this, Eva 
reports that she feels like this was a necessary step in her 
relationship with her son. Eva feels no remorse, and she 
thinks that violence is sometimes justified because it allows 
people to communicate. Eva seems to hint that breaking 
Kevin's arm is a display of her “real love” for him. 


Eva’s idea that “real love shares more in common with 
hatred and rage than it does with geniality or politeness” 
could perhaps make sense in another context—perhaps in 
some romantic relationships, one might experience strong 
feelings of passion that are akin to rage in their ferocity. But 
in this case, Eva is trying to justify and reason her way out of 
the fact that she threw her six-year-old son into a steel table 
and took pleasure in the fact that he broke his arm so badly 
that the bone protruded from his skin. This is another 
example of Eva’s unreliable narration: she often disguises or 
tries to justify her immoral actions with poetic prose. But 
after one looks past Eva’s floral language, however, all that 
Eva's admission here reveals is her refusal to admit to 
abusing her son. 


Chapter 17: February 1, 2001 Quotes 


@@ “Just cause you get used to something doesn’t mean you 
like it” he added, snapping the magenta, “You’re used to me.’ 
“Yes!” | said. 


Related Characters: Eva Khatchadourian, Kevin 
Khatchadourian (speaker), Franklin Plaskett, Celia Plaskett 


Related Themes: (2) 


Related Symbols: O 


Page Number: 231 


Explanation and Analysis 


Eva is pregnant with Celia, and she explains to Kevin that he 
will have a new sibling soon. Kevin is not happy to hear this. 
Eva tells Kevin that he will get used to the new baby. When 
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Kevin responds that getting used to something doesn't 
guarantee that a person will learn to like it, using Eva’s 
getting used to him as an example, Eva agrees. Her 
response implies that she does not like him. This is another 
example of Eva's blindness to how cruel she truly is to her 
son. She doesn't seem to see anything wrong with telling 
Kevin that she doesn't like him, or with leading him to 
believe she doesn't like him. In fact, Eva’s comments like this 
one could be considered emotional abuse, and they almost 
certainly play a role in Kevin’s severe behavioral issues. 


Kevin also snaps a magenta crayon in asomewhat 
foreboding way before telling Eva, “You're going to be 
sorry. Red symbolizes Kevin's hurtful and destructive 
nature, and so when he snaps the reddish-colored crayon, it 
foreshadows the later violence he will inflict on his sister. 
Eva doesn't take Kevin's threat seriously, but this 
conversation foreshadows the gruesome things Kevin later 
does to Celia. 


e@@ Impatient with the slow pace of made-for-TV combat, he 

grumbled, “I don’t see why Cone Power bothers with all 
that little junk, Dad. Nuke ‘em. That’d teach the Ragis who's 
boss.” You thought it was adorable. 


Related Characters: Eva Khatchadourian, Kevin 
Khatchadourian (speaker), Franklin Plaskett, Celia Plaskett 


Related Themes: Q 
Page Number: 232 


Explanation and Analysis 


The Gulf War has just begun, and Kevin watches the combat 
on television alongside Franklin. Kevin's callous 
commentary on the war is concerning, and even though 
Franklin's lack of reaction dismays Eva, she doesn’t do 
anything to correct Kevin, either. In fact, Eva is pregnant 
with Celia at this time, and since then she has more or less 
given up on trying to correct Kevin's disturbing behavior. 
Eva even admits that she barely remembers anything about 
Kevin since he is eight years old. 


This quote is also another example of Eva’s unreliable 
narration. Eva writes earlier that she tells the court that she 
and Franklin did everything they could to block Kevin from 
seeing violence on television. Kevin is eight years old at this 
point, and neither Eva nor Franklin even tries to stop him 
from watching the news coverage of the war. In fact, 
Franklin seems to encourage it. Again, Eva and Franklin are 
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more neglectful as parents than Eva is willing to admit, and 
it seems certain that her and Kevin’s lack of control or 
concern over the media Kevin has access to as a young child 
plays into the violent teenager he becomes. 


@@ |^ Kevin [...] the color was a pulsing, aortal red, and the 

feeling was fury...the paint in his foreground would 
gradually thicken, its hue coagulating to the sluggish black- 
purple of liver [...]. Yet when Celia slid to hand. [...] her aural 
color was light blue. | was overcome by the same clear-skied 
azure that had visited me when we made love. 


Related Characters: Eva Khatchadourian (speaker), Kevin 
Khatchadourian, Franklin Plaskett, Celia Plaskett 


Related Themes: O 


Related Symbols: O 


Page Number: 233 


Explanation and Analysis 


Eva gives birth to Celia and is shocked at how much easier 
the process is than it was with Kevin. Eva senses an “aura” 
when each of her children is born, and Kevin’s and Celia’s 
auras are strikingly different from each other. The term 
“aortal red” specifically ties Kevin's shade of red to blood, 
foreshadowing Kevin's gruesome violence, and paralleling 
the red ink that Kevin uses to ruin Eva's study and the red 
enamel angry community members use to vandalize Eva's 
house after Kevin commits his murders. Eva’s morbid 
description of Kevin's color as “coagulating” and “sluggish, 
and her comparing it to “liver, conveys her disgust. Her 
description of Celia’s color, on the other hand, reads as 
refreshing and enchanting. Eva sees the same light blue 
color as Celia’s aura when she makes love to Franklin, 
linking the color to both characters and to an activity with 
which she has a positive association. This passage illustrates 
how much easier Eva finds it to love Celia than to love 
Kevin. While she seems to believe that Kevin was born evil 
while Celia was born good, this passage suggests that the 
opposite attitudes with which Eva went into raising her two 
children may have contributed to how differently they 
turned out. 
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Chapter 22: March 8, 2001 Quotes 


@@ “Like how?” he said, carefully pulling the rough salmon- 
colored husk off the fruit, exposing the pinkish-white flesh. 
“Celia does not look like a geek?” When the pale translucent orb 
was peeled, he popped it in his mouth, sucked, and pulled it 
back out. 


Related Characters: Eva Khatchadourian, Kevin 
Khatchadourian (speaker), Franklin Plaskett, Celia Plaskett 


Related Themes: © 
Page Number: 307 


Explanation and Analysis 


Celia is inthe hospital after losing her eye due to an incident 
involving drain cleaner. Eva is sure that Kevin is responsible 
for Celia’s injury, but Franklin doesn’t agree. Franklin and 
Eva tell Kevin that he needs to help his sister when she 
comes home from the hospital, and Kevin meticulously 
destroys and eats lychees as they speak. Eva's description of 
the lychee fruit Kevin is eating, with its “rough salmon- 
colored husk,’ makes the fruit sound unsettlingly similar in 
appearance to ahuman eye. Kevin seems to be destroying 
the fruits to intentionally make Eva uncomfortable, 
indicating that he is aware that Eva knows he is responsible 
for Celia’s injury. If this is the case, this passage illustrates a 
tactic Kevin uses to antagonize Eva without Franklin's 

nowledge, communicating an unspoken message to Eva 
that he knows his blissfully ignorant father will never pick up 
on. 


Chapter 23: March 11, 2001 Quotes 


@@ When you love your kids, and you're there for them, and 
you take them on trips, like to museums and battlefields, and 
make time for them, you have faith in them and express an 
interest in what they think? That’s when this kind off plunging 
off the deep end doesn’t happen. And if you don't believe me, 
ask Kevin. 


Related Characters: Franklin Plaskett (speaker), Eva 
Khatchadourian, Kevin Khatchadourian 


Related Themes: EY © 


Page Number: 325 


Explanation and Analysis 


An epidemic of school shootings has begun across the 
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country, and Eva, Franklin, and Kevin watch the news and 
talk about the recent development. Eva says that she thinks 
ack of gun control is the main factor that contributes to 
school shootings, but Franklin argues that bad parenting is 
the main cause. To illustrate his point, he earnestly points to 
Kevin as the type of kid who was raised well and would 
never commit a violent act. Franklin's view of Kevin and his 
family situation in general is shockingly delusional at this 
point. Franklin seems to describe his idea of good parenting 
without actually considering whether he and Eva fit the 
model parents he describes. Franklin’s view of his family 
reinforces Eva's perception that Franklin sees the world in 
idealized generalities without paying attention to the facts 
of his reality. If he were honest with himself, he’d realize that 
despite all the “faith” and “interest” they have in Kevin, he is 
on the verge of “plunging off the deep end.’ 


e@ Almost to, what, know you're alive. To show other people 
they don’t control you. To prove you can do something, 
even if it could get you arrested. 


Related Characters: Eva Khatchadourian (speaker), Kevin 
Khatchadourian, Franklin Plaskett 


Related Themes: Æ O 


Page Number: 339 


Explanation and Analysis 


Eva finds a collection of computer viruses on floppy disks in 
Kevin’s room. She asks Kevin why he would own such a 
collection, and Kevin struggles to explain why. Eva offers 
this possible explanation, and Kevin agrees with her that he 
wanted to prove himself to the world. Eva partially 
understands why Kevin has the computer viruses because 
she can relate to wanting to do something simply to “know 
you're alive” or to “show other people they don’t control 
you.’ Eva does many things just to feel excitement or 
experience something new, and Kevin's behavior is driven 
by similar urges. Eva and Kevin also both struggle with 
wanting to stay in control. In fact, they are in a kind of power 
struggle from the moment Eva realizes she is pregnant with 
Kevin, with each fighting to exert control over the other 
throughout the novel. 


This passage also highlights Eva’s shortcomings as a parent. 
Eva is curious about Kevin's virus collection because she 
wants to understand him better, but she doesn’t express any 
concern or disapproval about it. This seems 
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negligent—especially because Kevin has been openly 
idolizing school shooters lately. 


Chapter 27: April 8, 2001 Quotes 


@@ Because after three days short of eighteen years, | can 
finally announce that | am too exhausted and too confused and 
too lonely to keep fighting, and if only out of desperation or 
even laziness | love my son. He has five grim years left to serve 
in an adult penitentiary, and | cannot vouch for what will walk 
out the other side. But in the meantime, there is a second 
bedroom in my serviceable apartment. The bedspread is plain. 
A copy of Robin Hood lies on the bookshelf. And the sheets are 
clean. 


Related Characters: Eva Khatchadourian (speaker), Kevin 
Khatchadourian , Franklin Plaskett 


Related Themes: @Q © 


Related Symbols: @ 


Page Number: 413 


Explanation and Analysis 


Eva visits Kevin on the two-year anniversary of his murders. 
He will soon be transferred to an adult prison and seems 
genuinely scared about it. At the end of the visit, Kevin gives 
Eva asmall coffin containing Celia’s glass eye, and Eva 
thinks she hears him apologize. Eva is touched by Kevin's 
actions. To Eva, the glass eye represents recognition of the 
horrors she has endured. Most people don’t empathize with 
Eva, and her hardships are rarely acknowledged, so it means 
alot that Kevin acknowledges how deeply he hurt her. Eva 
observes a human side to Kevin that she had never seen 
before. Eva seems to finally be able to empathize with 
Kevin. Though she doesn't say outright that she forgives 
him, Eva will welcome Kevin into her home when he is 
released from prison, and it doesn’t seem like she will hold 
the murders against him. Understanding and empathy bring 
Kevin and Eva together in the end, allowing them let go of 
the complicated questions of blame and responsibility. This 
passage also highlights how Eva has changed over the 
course of the novel. Throughout Kevin's childhood, Eva was 
disappointed that Kevin wasn't the sort of child she thought 
he'd be and that motherhood didn't give her the satisfaction 
she thought it would. Now, though, she finally seems ready 
to accept Kevin for who he is: for “what will walk out the 
other side? 
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SUMMARY AND ANALYSIS 


The color-coded icons under each analysis entry make it easy to track where the themes occur most prominently throughout the 
work. Each icon corresponds to one of the themes explained in the Themes section of this LitChart. 


CHAPTER 1: NOVEMBER 8, 2000 


In a letter to her estranged husband, Franklin, a woman (later 
revealed to be Eva Khatchadourian) writes that she misses 
telling Franklin anecdotes about her day. She doesn't like to go 
out in public anymore because people stare at her due to an 
incident that happened a year prior. Earlier in the day, the 
woman sees Mary Woolford at the supermarket. She is startled 
and avoids Mary, noting that Mary has taken her to court 
before. When the woman isn’t looking, Mary Woolford 
smashes the eggs in the woman’s cart. In the letter, the woman 
writes that she has anew house and that she lives close to 
Kevin. 


The woman, Eva Khatchadourian, goes on to say that she 
doesn't feel “real,” and that she lost her appetite for several 
months. One day, she discovers that some neighbors have 
covered her house in red enamel. She doesn't want to hire 
someone to remove the enamel because she doesn’t want to 
flaunt her wealth to her neighbors, so the woman laboriously 
picks it off by hand over several days. She notes how, during 
“the trial) the papers described her as looking stoic and 
unemotional, but Eva discloses to Franklin that she was holding 
back her true feelings. 


Eva writes that even following her “personal apocalypse,’ minor 
inconveniences like cold weather and lost mail still affect her. 
She also tells Franklin that she sold her old house for more than 
$3 million—the property sold easily because it’s infamous. Eva 
imagines the buyers entertaining guests in the house and 
telling them that Kevin murdered nine people. She imagines the 
buyers saying that Kevin's parents didn't raise him well. 


[t's not clear what separates Eva and Franklin, but Eva's attitude 
toward her husband makes it apparent that she cares for him 
deeply. At this point, Eva doesn’t go into detail about her past, but 
she seems to have recently undergone a life-changing event that 
ostracizes her from her community. Kevin is soon revealed to be 
Eva's son. 


The red paint splashed all over Eva’s house looks like blood, and 
vandalizers traditionally use red paint symbolically to imply that 
someone is guilty of murder. Eva mentions earlier that Mary 
Woolford sues her, so “the trial” seems likely to be related to this 
lawsuit. The vandalism, trial, and the community's general hostility 
toward Eva suggests that Eva is being held responsible for a heinous 
crime, possibly murder. 


Eva reveals that Kevin, her son, murdered nine people. Eva imagines 
people saying that she and Franklin didn’t raise Kevin well, so it’s 
plausible that her neighbors are so hostile to her because they 
blame her for the murders. Calling the event a “personal 
apocalypse” suggests that Eva has suffered great personal loss. 


CHAPTER 2: NOVEMBER 15, 2000 


Eva and Franklin’s son, Kevin, ultimately divided the couple. Eva 
struggles to find words to describe the day Kevin committed 
mass murder. Eva remembers a lunch she and Franklin once 
had with another couple. In Eva's recollection, she and Franklin 
have anice time at the lunch, though she finds it mundane and 
boring. When they leave the lunch, the couple discusses 
whether they should have a child. Eva is an avid traveler, but 
going to new places is starting to bore her. She thinks that 
having a child would give her something new to talk about. 
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Eva is bored by both the lunch with friends and her travels, so it 
seems that she is easily bored and seeks out adventure. At this 
point, she thinks that having a baby just to add excitement to her 
life is a legitimate reason, but it is actually selfish—she doesn't think 
at all about what kind of life she will provide a child. 
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CHAPTER 3: NOVEMBER 28, 2000 


Before having children, Eva lists the reasons she is unsure of 
becoming a mother. She thinks that having a child would be a 
lot of work and would detract from her career, travels, 
marriage, and finances. She also thinks that children are boring. 
Eva considers that these reasons seem selfish, but she also 
acknowledges that they are practical. She doesn’t believe that 
there are any good reasons to have children, and she has never 
felt a primal urge to be a mother. However, she knows that 
Franklin wants kids. One day, Franklin expresses that he is 
unhappy that Eva is always traveling. He thinks that her 
frequent willingness to leave him behind to explore new places 
is proof that she loves him different than he loves her. 


Before having Kevin, Eva started a successful company called 
Wing and a Prayer that publishes travel guides. Eva’s mother is 
reclusive, and Eva relates to her even though Eva is well 
traveled. Going someplace new is always difficult, and though 
Eva initially dreaded traveling to new places, she also craved 
the challenge. Eventually, Eva traveled so much that she no 
longer feared it. Instead, she began to fear staying in one place, 
afraid that she would turn into her mother. This is also why she 
initially feared motherhood in general—being a parent means 
staying in one place. In the present, Eva considers that the 
great challenge that motherhood presented was exactly what 
drew her to it. 


CHAPTER 4: DECEMBER 2, 2000 


Before Eva meets Franklin, she imagines that she'll end up 
marrying a thin, artsy European man. Franklin is the opposite 
of the kind of person she imagines herself with. Franklin is big 
and has light features, he likes sports and junk food, he drives a 
pickup truck, and he’s a Republican. Eva is grateful that she 
married Franklin instead of the type of man she imagined. 
Franklin is also a patriot, and patriotism is a foreign concept to 
Eva when she first meets Franklin—Eva dislikes the U.S. and 
loves to travel. 


When Eva and Franklin first meet, they quarrel playfully about 
the merit of the U.S. Franklin encourages Eva to further explore 
her own country, insisting that she go to a baseball game, eat 
McDonalds, and visit national parks rather than traveling 
abroad. Franklin argues that while America is a great nation 
right now, it won't be that way forever. Eva, in the present, 
observes that Franklin’s attitude about the U.S. mirrors his 
attitude about children (before they ever had any)—he 
dismisses America’s issues just as he downplays the fact that 
some children “ha[ve] problems.” Eva thinks that Franklin 
doesn’t show her the true America—he shows her the version 
of the country that he constructs in his own mind. 
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Eva clearly values her own interests above anything else—she enjoys 
her life and career and doesn’t want to spend time or money on a 
family. She even seems to value her travels above her relationship 
with Franklin. Of course, Eva does end up having children even 
though she admits that she doesn’t want to sacrifice her 
independence for them. This in itself seems to be a morally dubious 
decision. 


6 © 


Earlier, Eva expresses interest in having a baby because she is 
getting bored of travel, as though having a baby is merely an 
alternative to visiting a new place. Here, she equates motherhood to 
travel even more directly. Although Eva acknowledges that 
becoming a mother would force her to stay in one place, both 
pursuits interest her for the sole reason that they challenge her. 
Fearing motherhood and considering it a great challenge isn't a 
healthy mindset for a prospective mother, though Eva doesn't 
directly acknowledge this. 


60 


Eva and Franklin seem to have a healthy and loving relationship 
before they have children, but even though Eva is happy to be with 
someone so different from her, she and Franklin clearly have some 
very different core values. Later in their marriage, these differences 
will divide the couple and cause problems for them and their 
children. 


Franklin’s romanticization of America rests on his desire for a 
typical, traditional nuclear family. After Kevin is born, Franklin 
ignores his son’s violent and disturbing behavior because he believes 
so strongly in the dream of a perfect family. Franklin's refusal to 
acknowledge Kevin’s behavioral problems ultimately causes a rift 
between Franklin and Eva, and it allows Kevin's bad behavior to 
spiral out of control. 
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When Eva is a young traveler, her friends in Europe think that 
Americans don’t understand irony, but Eva thinks that they’re 
wrong—that American culture in the 1980s is rife with irony. 
Franklin doesn’t appreciate irony even though he understands 
it. Eva thinks he is intelligent, sincere, and “naive on purpose.” 
Franklin loves America unironically. He considers it a fair 
country that is rich and diverse in every way— culturally, 
politically, ethnically, and geographically. Franklin thinks the 
U.S. is the best country in which to raise a family. Eva eventually 
comes to agree, but she ultimately comes to believe that it is 
impossible to live a good life with a healthy family anywhere. 


n the present, Eva writes to Franklin from a café. She informs 
him that she visits Kevin in prison every two weeks. Though 
Eva thinks she has many faults as a mother, she always 
“follow[s] the rules” of parenthood. Some community members 
accuse Eva of visiting Kevin so regularly just to show that she is 
not a negligent parent, but Eva is only trying to prove her merit 
as a mother to herself. 


When Eva first visits Kevin in prison, he seems angry at her. Eva 
doesn't understand this, but she later reasons that her 
presence makes Kevin feel guilty, and he expresses this as 
anger. Kevin and Eva barely speak during Eva’s first few 
visits—Eva is afraid of him. She once asks him what the other 
juvenile inmates think of him, and he replies that they admire 
him for being courageous enough to commit murder. 


Kevin has now been in juvenile detention for a year and a half. 
Though he once reveled in the spotlight that his crime brought 
him, he now realizes that his fame is fading. During one of Eva’s 
visits, Kevin tells Eva about a grotesque murder his 13-year-old 
fellow inmate committed, and Eva responds with deadpan 
jokes. Eva thinks that responding this way will get Kevin to 
speak more. Kevin is jealous of the other teenager because 
everyone talks about his murder. When Eva leaves, Kevin tells 
her that he hates her. She responds that she frequently hates 
him, too. 


Even though Eva criticizes American culture, she realizes that 
she does identify as an American and she always feels like a 
foreigner when she travels abroad. Even leaving the country 
and feeling confident that it will still be there, unchanged, when 
she returns marks Eva as American. Eva likes having an 
American partner because she and Franklin share the same 
cultural background. Franklin used to remind Eva of the feeling 
of being home, but Kevin has since taken that feeling from her. 
Because of Kevin, her community ostracizes Eva as if she 
doesn't belong. Visiting Kevin in prison is the closest Eva comes 
to regaining the feeling of home. 
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Eva thinks Franklin is intentionally | when it comes to his patriotism, 
but it later becomes apparent that Franklin displays the same 
naivety when it comes to his own family. Eva seems to believe that 
Franklin does notice problems, but he is so optimistic that he 
chooses not to acknowledge them. Eva, on the other hand, is 
pessimistic about both America and family life. 


Eva says that she “follow[s] the rules,” but she might not have the 
most accurate image of herself as a mother—she is a selfish parent 
in many ways. That said, Eva seems to have some awareness of her 
faults in motherhood since she tries to prove her merit to herself. 
Overall, Eva feels conflicted about how she has performed in 
motherhood. 


Eva’s explanation for why Kevin seems angry could be an example 
of her failure to own up to mistakes she made in parenting Kevin. 
She concludes that Kevin feels guilty, but she doesn’t consider that 
perhaps he blames her for his situation or is angry with her for 
another reason. 


Eva seems to believe that Kevin tells her about the other teenager's 
murder to get a reaction out of her. By refusing to react, Eva engages 
in a kind of power struggle with him. Of course, Eva feels justified in 
speaking to her son this way now, after he committed a terrible 
crime, but the novel later reveals that Eva and Kevin have this 
dynamic even before Kevin is imprisoned. 


Earlier, Eva says that she visits Kevin simply to prove her merit as a 
mother, but now she reveals that visiting him brings her comfort. 
Since Eva undergoes a lawsuit for child negligence, it seems that her 
community ostracizes her because they blame her for Kevin's 
murders, but it’s not clear exactly what this is based on. Eva seems 
conflicted about whether she deserves this blame. 
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CHAPTER 5: DECEMBER 8, 2000 


One day in 1982, Eva has just returned from a trip to Greece 
and waits for Franklin to come home from work. She is making a 
traditional Greek dish for dinner but becomes frustrated when 
Franklin doesn’t come home on time. Eva becomes scared as 
more time passes. When the phone rings, Eva assumes it’s 
Franklin, but it’s actually her mother calling. Eva feels that her 
mother resents her because she is so well-traveled. She is rude 
to her mother on the phone. She realizes that her situation 
parallels her mother’s experience of waiting to hear from Eva’s 
father, only to find out that he was killed in combat—news she 
received when she was pregnant with Eva. 


As more time passes, Eva becomes increasingly anxious about 
Franklin. She considers a “parallel universe” in which he never 
comes home. She drinks wine, but it doesn’t taste right without 
Franklin there. Everything in the house looks meaningless 
without him. Eva remembers how her mother tried to replace 
Eva's father with Eva’s older brother, Giles. No one could ever 
replace Franklin, but Eva thinks that if he ever died, she would 
want to have a child to help her through the loss. Franklin 
finally comes home, and Eva decides to try to get pregnant. 


Eva and Franklin stop using birth control. Though Franklin is 
thrilled, Eva has second thoughts. She starts to think of her 
body in terms of its biological practicality instead of its beauty, 
and she feels like she is losing agency over her own body. Eva 
continues to drink while they are trying to conceive, and 
Franklin disapproves. Eventually, Eva goes to the doctor for a 
pregnancy test. When the doctor says it’s positive, Eva feels 
sick. The doctor tells Eva what she should do and eat in order 
to have a healthy pregnancy, and Eva once more feels that she 
is losing control over her body. 


Eva resents that she can no longer drink wine. Franklin stops 
drinking, too, in solidarity. This annoys Eva. She thinks that 
Franklin doesn’t mind sacrificing his life for his child because he 
doesn't know what else to do with his life, and she believes that 
this attitude eventually put too much pressure on Kevin. 
Though Eva regrets deciding to become pregnant, she loves 
Franklin and knows that all he wants is to have children. After 
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Eva's assumption that her mother resents her seems conceited. 
Eva's mother is a recluse who finds it difficult to travel, but she 
treats Eva well throughout the novel, and Eva doesn’t present any 
evidence of her mother’s resentment. Eva was raised in a non- 
traditional household since her father died before she was born, and 
this might impact Eva’s own values about family. She doesn’t value 
a traditional nuclear family like Franklin does, and this could be 
because she never experienced one growing up. 
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It's ironic that Eva’s fear of losing Franklin is what ultimately 
convinces her to have a child, because Kevin ends up coming 
between Eva and Franklin. Earlier, Eva claimed to want a child to 
add excitement to her life. Her reason for wanting a child now—to 
help her through a potential loss—is an equally selfish reason. Eva 
seems to view her potential child as a means to satisfy her own 
emotional needs rather than a separate person with their own 
emotional needs. 


Eva doesn’t want to sacrifice for her child even during pregnancy. In 
a way, the power struggle between Eva and Kevin begins before 
Kevin is born, as Eva feels like being pregnant forces her to 

re n E control of herself. 


Just as Eva’s relationship with Kevin is strained even before he’s 
born, Kevin comes between Eva and Franklin while Eva is still 
pregnant with him. Eva points out how Franklin’s attitude toward 
parenting may have been detrimental to Kevin, but she doesn’t 
acknowledge how harmful it may have been to her son that she 
never really wanted him in the first place. 


they conceive, Franklin is hesitant to have sex because he 
thinks it might hurt the fetus, and this exasperates Eva. 
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CHAPTER 6: DECEMBER 9, 2000 


Back in the present, Eva is visiting Kevin in prison. He asks her 
if she wanted to have him. Eva replies that she thought she did, 
and that Franklin definitely did. Eva thinks that Kevin’s question 
reveals that he has empathy for her. Eva tells Kevin that raising 
him was very difficult. Kevin, in response, insults Eva and 
Franklin’s career choices, and Eva snaps that no one would 
want a child like him. Eva notes that Kevin has always tempted 
her to be cruel to him, but he doesn’t react to her response 
now. Eva thinks that while Kevin has high self-esteem, he is not 


Nappy. 


Eva remembers how, early in her pregnancy, she and Franklin 
argued about what to name their son. Franklin wants to use a 
traditional name, but Eva prefers something unique. Eva wants 
her son to take her last name in order to defy patriarchal 
norms, and also to carry on her Armenian last name 
Khatchadourian) to honor Armenian history. She thinks 
Franklin’s last name, Plaskett, sounds too American. After 
Kevin's murders, Eva realizes that wanting to use her last name 
is aprivileged perspective—when hardship affects her 
personally, she tries to hide it. 


Eva is disappointed when she finds out she’s having a boy. Boys 
used to bully her when she was a child, and she has always been 
afraid of teenage boys, disliking the way they show off for one 
another and harass girls and women. Franklin, on the other 
hand, is delighted to learn that the baby is a boy—the news 
seems to make him feel that the baby is more his than Eva’s. 
Franklin starts to try to control Eva's actions more and more. 
Franklin sees Eva dancing one day, and he tells her she 
shouldn't dance while pregnant. The two of them argue, and 
Eva sarcastically remarks that she shouldn't listen to the 
Talking Heads song “Psycho Killer” while pregnant in case it 
influences the fetus. Eva tells Franklin that she regrets 
becoming pregnant, which enrages Franklin. 


CHAPTER 7: DECEMBER 12, 2000 


nthe present, Eva has a new job at a travel agency. Her 
coworkers argue about politics in light of the recent 
presidential election. Eva used to be a politically involved 
Democrat but has since given up on “defending humanity.’ Eva 
writes to Franklin that she sometimes feels completely to 
blame for Kevin's murders, but she thinks that this attitude 
attributes too much power to her. Kevin's crime affected many 
people very deeply. Eva can’t fathom what this must feel like, so 
she is unable to feel completely guilty. 
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Eva may not always be a reliable narrator, and her psychoanalysis 
of Kevin sometimes seems flawed. Here, she perceives Kevin as 
confident, but at other points in the novel it seems more likely that 
Kevin doesn’t show Eva his true feelings and insecurities. Eva thinks 
that Kevin wants her to be cruel to him, but she may simply be 
AG for ways to avoid admitting to her cruelty. 


The history Eva refers to is the Armenian genocide that killed much 
of her extended family during World War I. Eva prides herself on 
being worldly, but this often comes off as arrogant, since she is anti- 
American yet is American herself. This disagreement between Eva 
and Franklin also highlights how different their fundamental values 
are. Franklin holds the exact traditional American values that Eva 
resents. 


Franklin and Eva’s opposing values divide the couple more over 
time. They don’t agree on how Eva should act during pregnancy, 
which foreshadows the disagreements they'll have about how to 
raise their child later on. Eva is joking when she remarks that she 
shouldn't listen to “Psycho Killer” while she is pregnant, alluding to 
the dated misbelief that the music one listens to while pregnant 
influences one’s baby’s development (i.e., Mozart makes babies 
smarter). Of course, the irony is that Eva’s joke foreshadows Kevin 
eventually becoming a mass murderer. 


Though Eva's criticism of conservative American values already 
imply that she is politically left-leaning, here she states her political 
beliefs for the first time. Franklin is a Republican while Eva is a 
Democrat, again highlighting how different the couple’s values are. 
Eva says here that she sometimes blames herself completely for 
Kevin's murder, but at other points in the novel she blames others. 
Eva struggles to understand the complicated matter of who is to 
blame for such a significant event as mass murder. 
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Mary Woolford is currently suing Eva for parental negligence, 
but Eva thinks Mary just wants someone to blame for the death 
of her daughter. Eva feels bad for Mary, but Eva believes that 
people can’t accept the fact that tragedy just happens 
sometimes—there isn’t always someone to blame. Eva 
considers the tendency to blame others an entitled and 
uniquely American attitude. 


When Mary first files the lawsuit, Eva’s lawyer advises her to 
settle. Eva tells her lawyer, Harvey, that she loves Kevin, but 
she feels that it isn’t really true. She thinks that she really is a 
bad parent, and, in her letter, she asks Franklin to forgive her 
for this. Harvey doesn’t care whether Eva is in the right. Eva 
knows Harvey is right, but against his advice she lets the case 
go to trial. Eva reacts stubbornly to the lawsuit because she 
feels she’s already been punished for her wrongdoings in her 
daily life. She wants to be publicly absolved of blame, but she 
also knows that she acted selfishly regarding her son. She takes 
responsibility for some factors affecting how Kevin turned 
out—but not all of them. 


Eva's letter returns to the early days of her pregnancy. Eva is 
37 when she’s pregnant, so she wants to get the fetus tested 
for Down's syndrome. Franklin opposes, so Eva gets the test 
done behind his back. She feels that her commitment to 
parenthood is contingent on a healthy baby, whereas Franklin 
would enjoy the martyrdom of caring for a disabled child. Kevin 
is born late, and Eva, somewhat jokingly, considers that he had 
second thoughts about being born just as she had second 
thoughts about giving birth. 


Eva wants to impress Franklin by appearing unfazed by the pain 
of being in labor, but, in reality, she has a low pain tolerance. She 
regrets hiding the pain from Franklin, wishing that he had 
realized how much Eva dreads hardship and discomfort. But 
Eva refuses anesthetics during labor, determined to appear 
tough. She is in labor for more than 24 hours, and when the 
doctor suggests a C-section, Eva puts all her effort into labor 
because she doesn't want a scar on her abdomen. Giving birth 
is excruciating, and Eva feels deep animosity for the baby and 
for Franklin. She immediately feels that Kevin is linked to 
“suffering” and “defeat” 


©2023 LitCharts LLC 


www.LitCharts.com 


Get hundreds more LitCharts at www.litcharts.com 


Eva says that there isn’t always someone to blame when things go 
wrong, but she, like Mary, is also on a quest to figure out who should 
be held accountable for Kevin's murders. Eva attributes Mary’s 
deflective attitude to her being American, but Eva seems to use 
Americanness as a scapegoat for many issues she sees in others. She 
is hypocritical in this way—though Eva is American herself, she 
seems to think of herself as different from other Americans, and in 
this way, she exhibits the same ‘American’ attitudes that she 
criticizes. 


6 O O 


Again, Eva has mixed feelings about how much guilt she deserves to 
bear for her son’s murders. Taking the case to trial implies that she 
thinks she can win the case and that she is innocent of parental 
negligence. At the same time, Eva admits that she doesn't feel like 
she loves Kevin and that she is a bad parent. Eva seeks Franklin’s 
forgiveness for her flaws as a parent, but she also seems to seek 
forgiveness from the public, since she hopes the trial will publicly 
absolve her of blame. 


Eva notes earlier that Franklin would sacrifice his entire life for his 
child, and the notion that he would enjoy caring for a disabled child 
reinforces that idea. However, after Kevin is born, Eva sacrifices 
more to care for her son than Franklin does. This ends up causing a 
rift between the couple, as Eva resents sacrificing her career for her 
child. 


Though Eva doesn’t want to make personal sacrifices for Kevin, she 
does sacrifice a lot for Franklin. She goes through with her 
pregnancy mostly because Franklin wants a child, and she hides her 
pain and suffering from him. All of this leads to Eva resenting both 
Franklin and Kevin, and this in turn creates an unhealthy 
environment for Kevin to grow up in. Eva avoiding a C-section 
because she doesn’t want a scar shows that she can be vain at 
times, though it’s also worth noting that a C-section is a serious 
medical procedure that can have serious and even permanent side 
effects. 
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CHAPTER 8: DECEMBER 13, 2000 


Eva used to consider herself a good person, but after having 
Kevin, she starts to question whether she really is. She has 
always been afraid of losing Franklin, but, though Eva doesn’t 
understand why, she also fears that if she does lose him, she 
will not be upset. Eva recalls a surprise birthday party her 
mother threw when Eva was 10. Eva knew her family was 
planning the party, and she let her excitement build up. When 
her birthday came, the party disappointed Eva. Eva, in the 
present, knows that no matter what her mother planned, any 
birthday party would have been disappointing because Eva's 
expectations were too high— she was imagining something 
unimaginable. This is how Eva feels after giving birth, too. 


Eva doesn't have anything specific in mind regarding how it will 
feel to hold Kevin for the first time, but she expects an intensity 
of emotion that will change her life. She thinks having a baby 
will feel similar to traveling to anew country. When Eva finally 
holds Kevin for the first time, he seems uncomfortable and 
disinterested, and he refuses to breastfeed. Eva feels empty. 
When Franklin holds Kevin, Kevin seems much more at ease, 
and Franklin looks blissful. Eva feels bored by Kevin. Franklin 
thinks that Eva has a harmful tendency to always seek out new 
and exciting experiences, and that these experiences always fall 
short of her expectations. Eva’s lack of feelings for her child 
angers and upsets her. She promises herself never to reveal to 
anyone how empty childbirth left her feeling. 


nthe present, Eva goes to her office Christmas party. She is 
grateful for her coworkers’ company, and she feels lucky to 
have the job at all because people tend to avoid Eva ever since 
the day of Kevin’s murders (she refers to this day simply as 
Thursday). Eva’s boss, Wanda, asks Eva if she is in counseling. 
Eva doesn't think that therapy can help her, but she finds it 
helpful to write these letters to Franklin. Eva doesn't like the 
American tendency to label every emotional state as a mental 
illness, and she thinks back to when she was diagnosed with 
postnatal depression. 


After Eva gives birth to Kevin, Dr. Rhinestein, Eva’s doctor, says 
that Eva's depression might partially be due to Kevin's refusal 
to breastfeed. Eva does feel that Kevin rejects her, though she’s 
embarrassed to feel this way. She goes on a very strict diet to 
help Kevin breastfeed, but it doesn’t work. Kevin seems 
disgusted by Eva's breastmilk. Eva gives up many of her favorite 
foods and is miserable. Kevin only consumes formula, and he 
only accepts the formula from Franklin. Eva thinks that the 
problem isn’t that Kevin doesn't like breastmilk, but rather that 
he doesn't like Eva. She convinces herself that Kevin is a 
precocious infant and can see that Eva doesn’t enjoy 
interacting with him, though she tries to hide it. 
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Eva's fear of losing Franklin is echoed earlier in the novel, when Eva 
decides that having a child would help her cope if she ever lost her 
husband. Again, this is ironic because having Kevin ultimately leads 
to Eva losing Franklin. Eva often idealizes the future, as she does 
with her childhood birthday party and with motherhood. She 
constantly chases excitement, but reality never lives up to her 
expectations. 


O 


Comparing childbirth to travel echoes Eva’s initial selfish motive for 
wanting to have a child: she thought it would add excitement to her 
life. Kevin seems uncomfortable and disinterested from his birth, 
and he exhibits these same personality traits throughout his life. 
This implies that he is genetically predisposed to some of the traits 
that lead to his behavior issues. However, Kevin acts differently with 
Franklin than he does with Eva throughout his childhood. This 
suggests that Kevin may be responding to his mother’s own 
disinterest and lack of love for him. It could also suggest that he 
recognizes Franklin as easier to manipulate than Eva. 


0 00O 


The isolation Eva experiences after Kevin’s murders seems to affect 
her deeply. This reinforces the idea that Eva seeks forgiveness from 
those around her and that she struggles to carry the burden of being 
blamed for her son’s actions. Eva’s refusal to go to therapy seems 
arrogant. Eva writes off mental health treatment as an American 
notion, but she doesn't give a specific reason why counseling won't 
help her. 


It’s not clear whether Kevin (as an infant) truly dislikes Eva or if Eva 
is imagining it. Eva is often self-centered and vain, so it seems likely 
that she takes her infant son's actions too personally. Eva’s 
perception that Kevin doesn't like her makes it harder for her to 
connect with him, and it impacts their relationship throughout their 
lives. 
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Eva tries to form a genuine connection with Kevin, but the 
more she tries, the worse she feels. She disappoints herself and 
Franklin by not feeling attached to Kevin. Eva and Franklin 

think of Kevin in very different terms. Whereas Eva thinks of 
him as an individual, Franklin often refers to him as “the baby” 
instead of calling him by his name. Eva thinks that Franklin’s 
focus on the fact that Kevin is his son, rather than on Kevin's 
particular traits, keeps Franklin devoted to Kevin even when he 
is difficult. Eva always thinks in particularities—she has 
devotions to certain places around the world, and she has 
eclectic political opinions. On the other hand, Franklin thinks in 
concepts and generalities. He devotes himself to the idea of 
patriotism, and he is an overall religious person. 


Kevin screams in anger all day when he is alone with Eva, but he 
stops when Franklin comes home. Tension builds between Eva 
and Franklin as Franklin doesn’t believe Eva’s reports of Kevin's 
behavior. Eva thinks Kevin is trying to divide the couple on 
purpose. Eva stays home with Kevin for six months and gives 
him everything he needs, but she can never do anything to 
make him stop screaming—he seems angry to be alive. One day, 
Eva feels ill. When Franklin comes home, he thinks Eva is 
exaggerating her symptoms and becomes angry with her. He 
only takes Eva seriously when he sees that she can barely walk 
and that her temperature reads 104. 


CHAPTER 9: DECEMBER 21, 2000 


Eva’s symptoms are caused by severe bacterial mastitis in both 
breasts, and she spends five days in the hospital. She finds her 
time in the hospital—where she is away from Kevin—a relief, 
even though her condition is very painful. Franklin hires a 
nanny for Kevin, but she quits in the middle of her first day. He 
hires anew nanny named Siobhan, a good-natured woman 
whom Eva adores. Eva eventually heals. And with Siobhan 
watching Kevin, Eva returns to work and feels revitalized. She 
looks back on her time at home with Kevin and now considers 
that she was crazy to accuse a baby of trying to break apart her 
marriage. 
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Eva again highlights the very different ways that she and Franklin 
think. Franklin thinks in terms of abstract concepts and generalities, 
and this allows him to romanticize the present and ignore issues 
when they arise. Eva, on the other hand, acknowledges problems in 
the present but romanticizes the future (she romanticized 
motherhood as an exciting adventure, for example), which leaves 
her feeling perpetually disappointed. Both Franklin and Eva fail to 
consider real-life consequences, clinging instead to their respective 
idealized hopes. 
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Again, it’s not clear whether Kevin behaves differently with Franklin 
on purpose. Eva’s accusation that Kevin is trying to disrupt her 
marriage seems paranoid, but later in Kevin's life, it does seem like 
he pretends to prefer Franklin over Eva, if only to spite his mother. 
It’s also possible that Kevin doesn't like being around Eva because 
he senses that she doesn’t like being around him. Franklin gets upset 
with Eva for struggling with Kevin, but Franklin never offers to stay 
home with him in Eva’s place. Franklin believes in conventional 
gender roles, so perhaps it never occurs to him to stop working and 
stay home with his child because he considers childrearing women’s 
work. 


Perhaps Eva changes her mind about Kevin because Kevin behaves 
so poorly with the first nanny that she quits right away. This shows 
that Kevin isn’t only misbehaving around Eva. On the other hand, it 
doesn’t explain why Kevin always behaves better around Franklin. 
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Siobhan becomes close to Franklin and Eva, but Eva notices 
that though Siobhan is a diligent caretaker, she doesn't talk 
about Kevin much. Over time, she becomes more distant from 
the family, and she starts to seem disturbed. Siobhan begins to 
call in sick often, on which days Eva stays home with Kevin. Eva 
confides in Siobhan that she is unhappy with Kevin. Siobhan 
understands—she says that Kevin doesn’t seem to like her and 
that he pulls her hair to hurt her on purpose. Siobhan tells Eva 
that she can’t continue to watch Kevin. Eva is defeated at the 
news, but she offers Siobhan a job at her travel company. As 
Eva and Siobhan talk, Kevin awakes and screams from his crib. 


Eva goes to Kevin but doesn’t comfort him. As he screams, she 
talks to him, swearing and telling him that he makes her 
miserable. Kevin is a year and a half old, and he doesn't speak, 
though Siobhan says he should by now. As Eva talks to Kevin, 
Franklin walks in the room. He's upset, and he tells Eva that 
toddlers can understand speech even if they don’t speak. Eva 
asks Franklin if what Siobhan told her is true—that Franklin 
wants to move to the suburbs. Franklin confirms, explaining 
that it will be good for Kevin. Eva, however, wants to stay in 
ew York. 


CHAPTER 10: DECEMBER 25, 2000 


n the present, Eva is visiting her mother for Christmas. Eva's 
brother, Giles, decided not to come when he found out Eva was 
going to their mother’s house. Giles and his family find it 
depressing to be around Eva after Kevin’s murders. In a way, 
Eva suspects, Giles is also jealous of Eva’s fame. Eva became 
much closer to her mother after Kevin's murders. On that 
Thursday, Eva called her mother to tell her the news. Her 
mother responded kindly. And despite being severely 
agoraphobic, she even offered to fly to Eva to comfort her. Eva 
considers that Kevin's murders are not that shocking to her 
mother because most of her mother’s own family was 
murdered in the Armenian genocide. 
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The fact that Kevin's behavior is violent and unpleasant around his 
nannies is evidence that he is simply biologically predisposed to 
these traits and that his poor behavior isn’t just a learned response 
to Eva’s neglect. 
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Later, Kevin suddenly begins to speak in full sentences, and Eva 
thinks this means that he could indeed understand speech well 
before he could speak. Thus, Kevin likely understands when Eva 
swears at him and blames him for her misery. Eva’s behavior is 
emotionally abusive, but she doesn’t seem to recognize it as such. 
Though Eva does own up to being a bad mother, she doesn’t seem to 
understand just how harmful her actions are to Kevin's 
development. Franklin and Eva's disagreement about where to live 
stems from their differing values—Eva loves culture and excitement 
while Franklin wants the domesticity of a traditional American life. 


Eva’s suspicion that her brother is jealous of her fame seems strange 
and conceited. After all, Eva is famous only because her son 
committed murder, and the public looks down on her. Eva often 
seems unreasonably self-centered and egotistical. Other than her 
suspicion of her brother, she also suspects that her mother resents 
her for her worldliness and that her infant son is trying to break up 
her marriage. While Kevin's motives are ambiguous, Eva’s 
suspicions of others often seem baseless, and she fails to take 
responsibility for her own actions, which may influence how people 
treat her. 
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After Siobhan leaves, Kevin completely stops screaming. 
Though he is able to walk at this point, he barely moves, he is 
silent all the time, and he doesn’t play. Eva takes him to the 
pediatrician, but the doctor finds nothing wrong with him. 
Kevin watches Eva whenever she is home with him, and it 
makes Eva feel self-conscious. She also notices that Kevin looks 
a lot like her. One day, Kevin starts to speak in full sentences. 
He tells Eva that he doesn’t like a TV show and that he hates 
cookies. Franklin posits that Kevin refused to speak until this 
point because he was a perfectionist, but Eva thinks it’s 
because Kevin wanted to eavesdrop without people knowing 
he could understand them. Eva considers how different her 
own view of Kevin is from her husband’s. While she thinks that 
Kevin has a complex and secret internal life, Franklin thinks of 
him as a simpler being. 


For awhile, Kevin speaks only to Eva and refuses to speak in 
front of Franklin. Kevin speaks mostly to express disdain for 
various things he doesn’t like. One day, he removes the stuffing 
from a stuffed animal that Eva and Franklin thought he was 
attached to. On his third birthday, Kevin tears apart his 
birthday cake—it’s one of the only occasions Eva sees him 
express joy. His technique reminds Eva of a surgeon removing a 
person’s heart. 


Eva and Franklin eventually arrive at a compromise. Eva agrees 
to move to the suburbs if she can also take an extended trip to 
Africa for work. Eva’s trip to Africa is underwhelming, however, 
and she doesn’t end up publishing a travel guide on Africa. On 
the trip, Eva misses Franklin—and she realizes that she’s missed 
him since Kevin was born. She expected the trip to be a break 
from Kevin, but she doesn't feel relief. Eva realizes that she is 
no longer young, and that she has lost freedom since having a 
family. She resolves to try harder to be a good parent to Kevin 
She realizes that she has been waiting for him to pique her 
interest. Instead, she decides that she simply must try to be 
interested in him. Eva concedes that she feels most positively 
about Kevin when she’s not around him. 
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It seems slightly paranoid that Eva feels self-conscious when her 
infant son stares at her, but later in his life it becomes clear that 
Kevin really is cunning and deceitful. Again, it’s not clear whether 
Kevin really is as conniving as Eva thinks or if her perception of him 
comes from paranoia. Ultimately, it seems most likely that the truth 
lies somewhere in the middle. 
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Eva seems appalled by Kevin's destruction of the toy and cake. 
Realistically, these behaviors don’t seem that unusual for a three- 
year-old child. Nevertheless, Eva's descriptions of them foreshadow 
Kevin's murders. Though Eva is worried about Kevin's behavior, she 
doesn’t express concern for his feelings or mental health, even 
though she thinks he’s unhappy. Eva seems only to care about how 
her son affects her and not at all about his wellbeing. 


Eva thinks of the trip to Africa in the same way she thinks of 
motherhood—she expects an exciting adventure, but it falls short of 
her expectations. The last time Eva resolved to be a better parent 
was during her extended stay at the hospital, so it seems true that 
Eva feels more positive about Kevin when she’s not around him. 
Eva’s mindset about parenthood still seems unhealthy even though 
she wants to be a better mother. She thinks only about what she can 
gain from motherhood rather than what she can offer her son. 
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CHAPTER 11: DECEMBER 27, 2000 


When Eva returns from Africa, she tells Kevin (who is now 
three) and Franklin that she’s going to stop working and stay 
home with Kevin from now on. The family goes out to eat, and 
Kevin pours a pile of salt on his food and mocks the server. Eva 
reprimands Kevin, but Franklin defends him and tells Eva not to 
be so harsh on the child. Over the meal, Kevin mockingly 
repeats everything Eva says. She tells him to stop, growing 
increasingly frustrated, and eventually slaps him. Kevin looks 
satisfied at first, but after a minute he starts to cry loudly. 
Franklin tells Eva never to hit Kevin again. Then he announces 
that he bought a house while Eva was gone. Though she’s 
initially displeased, she apologizes to Franklin as they leave the 
restaurant, saying she’s excited about the house. She feels bad 
for the other diners in the restaurant. 


CHAPTER 12: JANUARY 1, 2001 


Eva hopes to live in an old, wooden, historic house with many 
levels and rooms. She doesn’t see the house Franklin buys 
before they move in. As soon as they pull into the driveway, she 
is disappointed. The house is a modern, open ranch house made 
of glass and brick. When she enters the house, Eva thinks that it 
has “nowhere to hide” The house’s previous owners designed it 
themselves, and the house is fairly new. Eva wonders why the 
previous owners left it so soon. Franklin explains that the 
couple divorced. When he reassures her that it’s not as though 
the house causes couples to divorce, Eva intuits that Franklin 
thinks the two of them are drifting apart. She is bewildered not 
that he has noticed they are drifting apart but is ignoring it. 


Franklin also seems to ignore the house's ugly qualities, and Eva 
thinks that he has a particular talent for ignoring the bad parts 
of life. She considers this trait of Franklins to be part optimism 
and part delusion. Eva compares Franklin to his parents, who 
seem to live exclusively in the physical, material world—they 
are skilled cooks but don’t eat much, and they have quite a few 
books but don't read. They also don’t understand sad movies or 
art that isn’t aesthetically pleasing. Later, when Franklin's 
parents find out about Kevin’s murders, they can’t process it 
because it’s so irrational. Eva considers that despite Franklin's 
parents’ inability to understand Kevin, Kevin is very similar to 
Franklin's parents. Like them, Kevin has never seen the point of 
leisure. The difference between them, however, is that Kevin 
doesn't see the point in doing anything at all. 


©2023 LitCharts LLC 


www.LitCharts.com 


Get hundreds more LitCharts at www.litcharts.com 


Kevin's satisfied expression and delayed crying could indicate that 
he drives Eva to hit him on purpose and that his crying is fake. 
Certainly, Eva is convinced that Kevin antagonizes her on purpose 
and that he wants to see her react. Eva could be imagining 
this—even though Kevin's behavior is unruly, it’s not atypical for a 
toddler. Eva apologizes to Franklin and feels bad for the people 
around them, but she doesn’t express any regret or concern for 
Kevin. Eva seems to think that slapping Kevin is justified, but it is 
really physical abuse. 


Eva's comment that the house has “nowhere to hide” foreshadows 
the danger and disaster that will eventually unfold there. Franklin 
ignores the rift in his marriage just as he tends to ignore many other 
issues in his life. Franklin is so set on having a perfect American 
family that he prefers to ignore any threat to this fantasy. But 
ignoring the issues in his relationship only contributes to the 
collapse of his family. 
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Family and ancestry play a major part in Eva's contemplation of 
how Kevin turns out the way he does. She later realizes that if she is 
responsible for Kevin’s actions, then her own mother is responsible 
for Eva’s actions, and so by extension she is responsible for Kevin's 
actions, too. Eva notices similarities between Kevin and Franklin’s 
grandparents, suggesting that some of Kevin's personality traits may 
have been passed down from them. A complex mix of genetics and 
experiences all factor into Kevin's personality and actions. 
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Eva, inthe present, recalls visiting Franklin’s parents six weeks 
after Kevin’s murders. Franklin's mom Gladys opens the door, 
and since Franklin isn’t there and Eva is no longer her daughter 
in law, Gladys doesn’t know how to talk to her. Franklin’s father 
has lost a lot of weight, and he and Gladys both seem lost and 
depressed. They barely speak. Eva talks to them about the 
murders. She tells them that she went to a funeral of one boy 
Kevin murdered, Denny. Eva talked to Denny’s mother after he 
was killed, and Denny’s mother expressed that Eva was worse 
off than anyone else. At the funeral, Eva accidentally said “I’m 
so sorry for my loss.’ 


Franklin's parents stare blankly as Eva talks. When she tells 
them that she hired a good lawyer, they inquire if Eva wants 
Kevin to be punished for his crime. Eva responds that she 
wishes she were never born herself. She adds that it’s 
impossible to punish Kevin, because he’s indifferent to 
everything. Gladys asks how Eva feels about the possibility of 
Kevin getting the death penalty. Eva replies that she sometimes 
hopes he does get the death penalty. Gladys urges Eva not to 
blame herself, and Eva explains that she never liked Kevin, 
though she loved him, and that she thinks this fact affected him 
deeply. Franklin’s parents later recite everything Eva says in 
court. 


[t's still not clear exactly why Franklin and Eva are no longer 
together, but Franklin’s parents appear deeply disturbed when Eva 
visits them. Denny’s mother treats Eva with compassion even 
though Eva's son murdered Denny, which is a sharp contrast to how 
Mary Woolford treats Eva. The difference is that Denny’s mother 
empathizes with Eva’s personal loss while Mary Woolford doesn’t 
seem to consider it. 


Even though Gladys tells Eva not to blame herself, neither of 
Franklin's parents acts warmly toward Eva. The fact that they tell 
the court everything Eva said suggests that they may blame Eva on 
some level for Kevin's murders. Eva tells them that she loved Kevin, 
but at other points in the novel Eva isn’t sure if she ever did. 


CHAPTER 13: JANUARY 6, 2001 


After Kevin’s murders, Eva gives testimony in court. She 
explains that Kevin was not allowed to play with guns or watch 
graphic TV shows, and that she and Franklin used parental 
controls on the internet. However, none of this was effective. 
Kevin easily hacked through the parental controls and was able 
to access whatever he wanted. Eva says that trying to control 
what he accessed only made him hate her—her resented Eva 
and Franklin not because they hid things from him but because 
he expected that the things they sheltered him from in 
childhood to be exciting. Yet when he discovered things like sex 
and violence for himself, he found them boring. Kevin's attitude 
reminds Eva of how she used to feel about travel. Eva believes 
that what adults really hide from children is the fact that there 
is no true excitement in life. 
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Eva's need for excitement drives many of her actions, and she 
realizes that Kevin shares this trait. Eva is disappointed every time 
she visits a new country because it never lives up to her 
expectations. Similarly, Kevin is disappointed when he discovers 
“adult” things like sex and violence because they are not as exciting 
as he imagined they'd be. Kevin and Eva both romanticize novel 
experiences, and chasing novelty leads them both to make impulsive 
and selfish decisions. Eva thinks Kevin's desire for excitement is part 
of what leads him to commit mass murder. In acknowledging that 
he may have inherited this trait from her (either genetically or by 
example), she indirectly takes responsibility for the indirect role she 
played in Kevin's crime. 
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The narrative flashes back to when Eva, Franklin, and Kevin 
move into their new house in Gladstone. Kevin shoots water at 
the movers from a squirt gun. He soaks their pants and laughs 
that it looks like they had an accident. Eva finds this ironic, since 
Kevin is still in diapers at four years old. She tells Kevin to stop, 
but Franklin says she should let Kevin have fun. Franklin shoots 
Eva with the water gun and, encouraged, Kevin refuses to stop. 
Eva takes the water gun away. Kevin doesn't react, but Eva can 
tell he is enraged. This gives Eva satisfaction. She can tell that 
Kevin is learning to be apathetic, since caring about the squirt 
gun hurt him. Later, Kevin retrieves the squirt gun, and Franklin 
lets him keep it. Kevin fills the gun with grape juice. 


Eva hates the style of the house, and Franklin soon replaces 
many of their old belongings that Eva loved. She feels like she is 
losing a part of herself. She makes one room in the house her 
study and begins an arduous project to cover its walls with 
maps. She’s proud of her company and her travels, and she 
realizes later that she wanted Kevin to be proud of her, too. 
Kevin doesn’t understand why Eva goes through the trouble of 
redoing the room, and he becomes enraged by Eva’s 
explanations of the maps’ personal and sentimental value. Eva 
leaves the room to take a phone call, and she returns to find 
Kevin filling his squirt gun with red ink and spraying the maps 
on the wall. Eva takes the gun and stomps on it, destroying it as 
well as her shoes. 


CHAPTER 14: JANUARY 13, 2001 


Eva goes to visit Kevin in prison. In the waiting room, Eva 
notices a young Black woman and assumes the woman is a 
mother, too. Black women in the prison’s waiting room always 
seem calm and resigned, whereas white women seem anxious 


and accusatory. Eva thinks t 
entitled to pleasant lives. Ev 


his is because white people feel 
a also notes that Black people 


always seem very patient. The woman in the waiting room asks 


to chat. 
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Franklin and Eva often disagree on how to handle Kevin’s behavior, 
which seems to encourage Kevin to act out. Their disagreements 
stem from the fact that they have very different experiences of 
parenting Kevin—Franklin is more lenient because he doesn't 
sacrifice his career for Kevin like Eva does, and he doesn't see the 
worst of Kevin's behavior. Eva notices Kevin learning not to care 
about things as a direct result of how she and Franklin are raising 
him. This clearly indicates that Kevin’s environment plays a 
significant role in molding the cold and violent teenager he later 
becomes. 
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Eva’s wish for Kevin to be proud of her reiterates how selfishly she 
sometimes acts in motherhood. She hopes for Kevin to bring her 
excitement and validation, but she doesn’t give much consideration 
to what she can offer him. Travel and Eva’s career are the most 
important parts of her life, so Kevin destroying the study—the one 
part of their new home that reminds Eva of her old life—epitomizes 
the major sacrifice Eva made for her family. The walls dripping with 
red ink mirrors the earlier scene when some neighbors vandalize 
Eva’s house with red paint. Both of these events foreshadow Kevin's 
mass murder. 


Eva is quick to accuse others of being entitled, but she doesn’t seem 
to be very aware of her own entitlement (she is white and 
American). She often blames and criticizes others, but she struggles 
to recognize her own selfishness. 
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Eva reveals that Kevin is there for murder, and the woman 
quickly realizes who he is. She asks Eva why Kevin did it. 
Everyone asks Eva this question, and she is tired of it. The 
burden of figuring out the motivation behind Kevin's actions is 
too much to bear. In the prison waiting room, Eva replies that 
she wasn't a good mother, so it’s probably her fault. The woman 
says that if that’s true, then Eva can blame her mother, who can 
blame her mother, and so on. Eva doesn’t understand—she 
feels responsible for Kevin. The woman tells Eva that people 
always blame a child’s mother for the child’s mistakes. People 
don't blame fathers or consider that a child is just inherently 
flawed. The woman says that Eva is trying her best and tells her 
that the murders aren't her fault. She holds Eva’s hand, and Eva 
cries. 


Later, Eva is embarrassed that she revealed her identity to the 
woman in the waiting room. She did so because she is lonely 
and has no one to talk to, and she knew she could draw the 
woman into conversation. Eva used to impress people through 
her work and her travel, but now her identity is reduced to 
being Kevin's mother. She recognizes that she told the woman 
in the waiting room who she was for attention, which is the 
same reason Kevin committed his murders. 


There is no dress code at Claverack, Kevin's prison. Kevin 
wears clothes that are so small they barely fit, which he started 
doing when he was 14. Kevin’s tiny clothes defy the present 
1990s street style, which favors baggy clothes. Eva considers 
that Kevin dresses this way because he’s stuck in childhood 
somehow, though he didn’t seem to enjoy his childhood. 
Wearing small clothes makes Kevin look bigger, and his clothes 
are so tight that they’re revealing in a sexual way. His clothing 
makes him look uncomfortable, and it also makes people 
around him uncomfortable. Eva thinks this is intentional. 


When Eva visits Kevin this time, Kevin's style and mannerisms 
seem vaguely effeminate. The two of them never have anything 
to talk about, and Kevin doesn’t mind sitting in silence. Eva asks 
Kevin if he blames her for what happened, and he asks why Eva 
should get credit for his murders. She asks why Kevin refused 
to use the toilet until he was six, and Kevin responds by 
mocking Franklin and calling him an “asshole” Eva snaps at him 
angrily. She is starting to notice how Kevin resembles Franklin, 
and she hates it. 
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Eva is moved by the woman’s words because the woman seems to 
understand, and, in a way, forgive Eva. Eva seeks forgiveness from 
the public and from Franklin because the burden of her guilt is 
difficult to deal with. Most of the public hates Eva, blaming her 
Kevin's murders, but the woman Eva meets in the waiting room is 
able to empathize with Eva and forgive her. 
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As she reflects throughout the novel, Eva realizes more and more 
how similar she and Kevin are. Just as they both seek out 
excitement and novelty, they both also seek attention. When Kevin 
is young, Eva looks to him to provide her with affection and love (she 
admits earlier that she always wanted Kevin to be proud of her), but 
in turn she deprives Kevin of those very things. 


It doesn't occur to Eva that Kevin may be stuck in childhood 
precisely because he didn’t enjoy it—perhaps Kevin is unable to 
develop into a healthy adult because he never received the 
nourishment he needed to grow out of childhood. Eva may be 
correct, however, that Kevin wears tight clothes simply because he 
wants to make others uncomfortable. Eva may sometimes unjustly 
accuse Kevin of malice, but it is also clear that Kevin does often try 
to hurt and inconvenience others, even if he does so to deflect his 
own internalized hurt. 


[t's not clear if Kevin truly is proud of the murders or if he just 
doesn’t want to show remorse and vulnerability. When Kevin was 
younger, Eva resented how he seemed to favor Franklin over her, but 
now it angers her to hear Kevin disrespect Franklin. This suggests 
that Kevin’s relationship to Franklin changed over time. 
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Eva asks Kevin if he remembers how he finally started to use 
the bathroom, and he says that he does. He touches a scar on 
his arm. Kevin asks why Eva kept the ink-covered maps up in 
her study for years. She says that it was to remind herself of 
how badly Kevin treated her—that way, she wouldn't start to 
think she was imagining it. Kevin touches the scar on his arm 
again and replies that he knows what she means. 


CHAPTER 15: JANUARY 17, 2001 


The narrative flashes back to Kevin's childhood. Kevin is still in 
diapers when he enters kindergarten. At first, he simply sits 
motionlessly at school. After a while, some of the other 
students seem disturbed when they see him, but Eva isn’t sure 
exactly why. Some of the kindergarten’s plants die mysteriously, 
and Eva notices that bleach is missing from the house. One day, 
Kevin drops another kid’s beloved tea set on the ground, 
breaking it. Eva tries to explain to him why this was wrong, but 
Kevin doesn't care about any object the way the girl cared 
about her tea set. Eva remembers that Franklin replaced the 
water gun she had once destroyed, but Kevin never touched 
the replacement. Eva got the feeling that Kevin was somehow 
happy that Eva destroyed the gun precisely because he cared 
about it. 


There is a girl at Kevin's kindergarten who has severe eczema 
all over her body. Eva hears her mother warn the girl not to 
scratch it, and the girl resists even though it’s very itchy. One 
day, Eva comes to pick up Kevin and finds him in the bathroom 
with the girl. She is covered in blood. Eva isn’t sure whether 
Kevin was merely present while the girl scratched herself, or 
whether he somehow caused the damage. Eva is upset with 
Kevin, and she doesn’t change his diaper that day. Franklin 
comes home to find Kevin's excrement all over the house. 
Franklin and Eva argue, and Eva says that she’s sure Kevin had 
something to do with the girl scratching her eczema. She didn't 
change his diaper because the way he reacted to the girl 
scratching herself unsettled Eva, and she found changing him 
“too intimate.” 


Franklin insists that Kevin is perfectly normal. Eva reminds him 
that one time Kevin was in a play group, and kids mysteriously 
dropped out one by one until the group dissolved. Later, Eva 
found out that the group had secretly reconvened without 
Kevin. Franklin dismisses this, saying Eva should be offended 
on Kevin's behalf. Franklin blames the other kids’ stay-at-home 
moms for being cliquey and gossiping. 
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Kevin seems to imply that Eva caused the scar on his arm. Eva 
seems to imply that Kevin intentionally treated her poorly, failing to 
consider that he may have just been difficult to raise through no 
fault of his own. Kevin, after all, is not even six years old when he 
sprays ink in Eva’s study. Eva feels like a victim in her relationship to 
Kevin, even when he is a young child, and she is an adult. She 
expects too much from him, and she doesn’t acknowledge how big a 
role she played in shaping his behavior during his critical formative 
years. 
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The novel implies that Kevin kills the kindergarten’s plants with 
bleach and somehow hurts or tortures the other students. Eva 
reiterates throughout the novel that she thinks Kevin wants her to 
treat him cruelly (by breaking the water gun for example, or by 
hitting him), but she doesn’t explain why Kevin would want this. 
Maybe Eva's assessment of Kevin is completely wrong, but she 
seems to imply that Kevin wants her to mistreat him so that she 
feels guilty, or because he has some predisposition toward 
masochistic behavior. 


At this point, it seems clear that Kevin does go out of his way to hurt 
others, but Eva is unable to respond to Kevin appropriately when he 
upsets her. Instead of trying to communicate with him and find out 
why he misbehaves, she typically seeks revenge on him in some way. 
She hits him, breaks his belongings, and leaves him in a dirty diaper 
intentionally. This seems to perpetuate his behavior in a vicious 
cycle. 
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Franklin refuses to acknowledge that Kevin’s behavior is 
problematic, even when it is very obviously problematic. Franklin’s 
judgment of stay-at-home moms is also sexist, and it shows how 
harmful his belief in conventional gender roles is to his family. 
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Eva is sure that Kevin doesn't use the toilet precisely because 
he knows that Eva and Franklin want him to use it. The summer 
after kindergarten, Eva tries to review numbers with Kevin. He 
pretends not to know how to count, but then he quickly and 
unenthusiastically counts perfectly from 1 to 100. Eva learns 
that he pretends not to know a lot that he does know, and he 
also pretends to know things he doesn't. This way, it’s 
impossible to decipher how much he actually knows. Eva thinks 
that this is all intentional, and that Kevin makes her feel useless 
on purpose. Trying to teach him is never satisfying. Eva misses 
Franklin during the day, and she misses her old life, when she 
could spend her time learning about history and culture. 


One day, Eva changes Kevin’s diaper, and he soils himself 
immediately afterward. She changes him again. Then she tries 
to get Kevin to write a sentence, and he finally writes that 
everyone thinks Eva looks old. At the same time, she smells that 
Kevin has soiled himself for the third time. She lifts him by the 
waist, checking his diaper to confirm. She’s enraged when she 
sees his excrement, and she throws him across the room. He 
hits the edge of a steel table. For the first time, Eva notes that 
his facial expression shows interest. 


CHAPTER 16: JANUARY 19, 2001 


After Eva throws Kevin across the room, she goes to him and 
sees that his arm is bleeding and that the bone is protruding. 
She immediately apologizes, but she secretly feels pleased to 
have hurt him. Still, Eva tries to be a good mother. She hugs 
Kevin and tells him she loves him every day, but she feels like 
her actions are never aligned with her true feelings. Throwing 
him made her feel true to herself, and closer to Kevin. She 
thinks that love is closely related to hatred. Kevin doesn't 
cry—in fact, he seems almost to smile. Eva and Kevin go to the 
ER, and Kevin doesn't let Eva in to see the doctor with him. Eva 
is terrified that he will tell someone what happened, but he 
doesn't. Kevin has surgery, and he and Eva go home. Eva 
apologizes again, and Kevin doesn’t respond. 


Eva doesn't know what to say to Franklin. She thinks that this 
incident might end their marriage. When Franklin sees Kevin, 
he immediately asks him what happened. Kevin replies that he 
fell off the changing table onto a toy truck while Eva was 
getting wipes. Eva marvels at how well constructed the lie is. It 
was true that the incident involved the changing table, that Eva 
had gone to get more wipes earlier that day, and that the truck 
was on the floor next to the table. Eva thinks that the most 
robust lies incorporate elements of the truth. After talking to 
Franklin, Kevin goes to use the bathroom. Eva thinks Kevin 
finally using the bathroom is his way of rewarding her. 
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Again, Eva seems to overestimate Kevin's malevolence—Kevin 
annoys her on purpose, but her conviction that he (as a six-year-old 
child) intentionally makes her feel useless is a bit dubious. Eva does 
sacrifice a lot to raise Kevin, but she also seems to idealize the past. 
She longs for the life she had before Kevin was born, but really, at 
that time, she was bored and yearning for excitement. 


This is one of the rare instances in which Eva outright admits to 
mistreating Kevin. That said, she doesn’t imply that she felt any 
genuine remorse at the time. The fact that Kevin shows interest for 
the first time, apparently in reaction to his pain or to Eva’s anger, 
suggests that Eva’s treatment of him is leading him to develop an 
interest in violence and human suffering. Eva’s recollection of the 
event, meanwhile, seems to suggest that the interaction merely 
revealed Kevin's natural inclination toward violence and human 
suffering. 


There are many factors that contribute to Kevin's later crime, but at 
this point the correlation between Eva's actions and Kevin's 
personality is very clear. Even though Eva doesn't like being around 
Kevin, it’s shocking that she feels pleasure when she sees her son’s 
broken bone protruding from his arm. It’s not a coincidence that 
Eva and Kevin both find satisfaction in others’ suffering. Perhaps 
Kevin inherits from Eva a genetic predisposition to this personality 
trait, or maybe Eva’s and Kevin's respective upbringings led them to 
feel this way. Most likely, it is a combination of both factors. 
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Kevin's expert lie is evidence that he may be exceptionally 
precocious and conniving. It also may suggest that Kevin doesn't 
actually hate Eva or want to make her life miserable—the lie 
protects Eva, after all. 
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After this incident, Eva becomes powerless to Kevin. He is not 
traumatized or afraid of her, and he knows that she will never 
hurt him again. One day, he demands homemade pizza. She 
spends hours making it, and instead of eating it, he folds it up 
and throws it around. 


After the incident, Kevin becomes bored of Eva’s attitude and 
begins to push her away. He doesn’t let her dress, bathe, or hug 
him. Eva feels that her lie to Franklin about Kevin's arm comes 
between her and Franklin, and she starts to feel distant from 
him. She misses being alone with him, and she’s envious of 
Kevin’s relationship with him. 


Later that summer, Eva and Franklin's neighbor Roger comes 
angrily to their door. Roger says that his son Trent fell on his 
bike, and the only explanation is that Kevin loosened the brake 
on Trent’s bike. Franklin defends Kevin, but Eva thinks Kevin is 
guilty. They argue about it after Roger leaves, and at this point 
the argument is commonplace. Franklin says that Eva blames 
Kevin for everything, and Eva thinks Franklin never sees a 
problem with Kevin's behavior. In the middle of the argument, 
Eva says that she wants to have another baby. She shocks both 
Franklin and herself with this outburst, but she is certain it’s 
true. 


Franklin is angry with Eva because she seems to hate 
motherhood. He can tell that she is constantly trying to get 
away from Kevin. Franklin accuses Eva of antagonizing Kevin 
and being bothered by everything he does. Franklin feels that 
Eva deprives Kevin of love, and he doesn’t want that to happen 
to another child. He thinks that Kevin's potty training issue was 
a “psychological problem” that Eva exacerbated. As Franklin 
and Eva talk, they can see Kevin outside wrapping a tether ball 
around its pole over and over. Eva tells Kevin that Trent had an 
accident, and Kevin responds dismissively, mentioning Trent’s 
bike—even though Eva hadn't said anything about a bike being 
involved. 


CHAPTER 17: FEBRUARY 1, 2001 


Eva starts initiating sex with Franklin more frequently and 
stops using birth control, but she doesn't again broach the topic 
of having another child. Franklin is happy about this new 
development—the couple’s sex life dropped off after Kevin was 
born. Eva gets pregnant a year later but doesn't tell Franklin. 
After a few months, Franklin realizes that she’s pregnant. He is 
angry—he thinks Eva is being selfish and that another baby 
won't be good for Kevin. Eva is 45 at this point, and Franklin 
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Kevin and Eva are now fully immersed in a power struggle that will 
never end. Kevin tries to control Eva, and he taunts and aggravates 
her just for fun. 
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Kevin's becoming bored of Eva’s attitude mirrors Eva’s own 
boredom. Eva constantly seeks out novelty to cure her chronic 
boredom, and Kevin does the same—the difference is that he seems 
to draw excitement purely from human suffering. 
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Again, Franklin refuses to acknowledge that Kevin has any behavior 
problems despite clear evidence of Kevin’s misbehavior. Kevin being 
a “problem child” would ruin Franklin’s mental image of his perfect 
American family, and Franklin is unwilling to give up this dream, 
however idealized and unrealistic it may be. 
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At the center of Franklin and Eva’s argument is the question of 
whether Eva's aversion to Kevin is due to the way Kevin innately is 
or if Eva has simply developed a poor relationship with her son. Of 
course, Franklin's argument completely disregards what role his own 
parenting may have played in Kevin’s disturbed behavior. Kevin's 
unprompted mention of Trent's bike suggests that Kevin knows 
more about the incident than he's letting on and that Eva was 
correct to blame Kevin for Trent’s injury, but Franklin doesn’t seem 
to recognize the significance of this. 
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Eva’s decision to get pregnant without telling her husband is selfish. 
She doesn't seem to care how a new baby will affect Franklin or 
Kevin, and she’s unconcerned about the consequences of having a 
disabled child even though her age means she'd have a high-risk 
pregnancy. Franklin alludes to a test that screens for Down’s 
syndrome. When Eva was pregnant with Kevin, she was the one 
who wanted to get the test, and Franklin didn't. 


makes her promise to get “that test.” Eva says she gets the test, 

but she doesn’t. Eva knows she might give birth to a child with a 

disability, but she wants to try to trust herself to love it. 
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Eva considers this pregnancy more hers than Franklin's, and 
she treats her body however she wants. She occasionally has 
small glasses of wine. Eva thinks she and Franklin should tell 
Kevin about sex. Eva explains sex to Kevin, and he responds 
that he already knew everything about it. Eva reports to 
Franklin that Kevin is “unimpressed” by sex, and she doesn't 
now what will ever impress him. Eva tells Kevin that he will 
soon have a new sibling. Kevin is not happy about the news, and 
Eva says that he will get used to it. Kevin responds that getting 
used to something isn’t the same as liking it—for example, he 
says, Eva is used to Kevin. Eva agrees. Kevin tells Eva that she 
will regret having another child. 


The Gulf War has just started, and the violence seems to entice 
Kevin. Eva tries to talk to Franklin about what to name the new 
baby, but he doesn't care. Eva chooses Frank for a boy and 
Celia for a girl, after Franklin’s late aunt. Eva’s second birth is 
much easier than her first. While in labor, Eva perceives Celia’s 
aura as alight blue, whereas Kevin's was a bright red. Celia is 
born two weeks early, and she takes to breastfeeding easily. It 
is immediately obvious how different she is from Kevin. The 
clear difference seems to anger Franklin. Eva perceives 
Franklin's aversion to Celia as a fear of betraying his son. 


When Franklin and Eva introduce Kevin to the new baby, Kevin 
seems bored. He says that younger sisters are annoying, and 
Franklin confirms. Franklin tells Kevin that he has a younger 
sister who used to annoy him because she only wanted to play 
with girly toys. Franklin's outward belief in gender roles annoys 
Eva. Kevin drips water on the baby’s face and watches her 
visible discomfort with interest. 


CHAPTER 18: FEBRUARY 18, 2001 


In the present, Eva writes to Franklin that she could have 
endured the pain of Kevin’s murders if she had been allowed to 
stay with Celia. Nevertheless, she’s glad Franklin is with Celia. 
Franklin always stayed distant from Celia because he was so 
afraid of betraying Kevin. Everyone liked Celia and disliked 
Kevin, and Franklin thought it wasn’t fair. Eva concedes that 
perhaps it wasn’t. Loving Celia was easier than loving Kevin. 
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Eva continues to act with complete disregard for her family. 
Drinking increases the risk of complication for her already high-risk 
pregnancy, so Eva’s choice to drink suggests a lack of concern about 
the wellbeing of her unborn child. Eva seems to feel justified in 
admitting to Kevin that she doesn't like him, but this is really 
another example of emotional neglect. Kevin being “unimpressed” 
by sex again mirrors Eva's own constant boredom. His threat about 
the new baby foreshadows heinous behavior that Kevin will later 
exhibit. 
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As Kevin gets older, he becomes more interested in violence. This is 
alarming, but neither Eva nor Franklin address the issue. Though 
Eva’s selfishness as a parent is more obvious, Franklin’s refusal to 
address Kevin's problems is also detrimental to Kevin's 
development. Eva wanting to name the baby Frank seems to reflect 
her desire to deflect responsibility for this child’s eventual 
personality away from herself and toward Franklin 
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Franklin’s comment reiterates his belief in gender roles. It also 
devalues hobbies and traits that mainstream American culture 
associates with girls and femininity. Franklin and Eva’s values 
regarding gender and family are so different that they greatly 
interfere with the couple’s ability to raise children. Indeed, one might 
argue that Kevin has learned to disregard his mother and sister from 
watching Franklin disregard Eva. Tellingly, Kevin tries to bother his 
sister the very first time he interacts with her. This detail also shows 
that he is becoming more interested in violence and suffering. 


Celia turns out to be much more lovable and kinder than Kevin, 
reinforcing the idea that Kevin’s personality is due more to his 
genetics than to his environment. Of course, it’s also possible that 
Eva treats Celia better because Celia is lovable, which would give 
Celia incentive to continue to behave well. 
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When Eva brings Celia home for the first time, Eva is amazed to 
find that Celia sleeps easily. She never cries when she is hungry 
or needs changing. Celia is fascinated by everything and loves 
all her toys. In fact, she is most attached to her old and broken 
toys. Celia is very feminine, and she loves dressing up. She is 
highly sensitive and easily scared. Celia is potty trained before 
she is two, but she is afraid to use public restrooms alone. She is 
a picky eater, but she eats anything Eva gives her so as not to 
disappoint anyone. Franklin accuses Eva of being too attentive 
to Celia’s every need, and he says Celia is “clingy.” Eva argues 
that she is not, in fact, clingy. And though she is sweet and 
emotional, she rarely expresses negativity at all. 


Celia isn't a good student because she is so afraid of failure that 
she constantly second guesses herself. Eva finds it hard to 
punish Celia because she will cry and apologize endlessly if her 
parents merely speak to her sternly. Eva is frustrated that Celia 
is afraid of everything except for Kevin, who Eva thinks poses 
the only real danger to Celia. Eva once finds Celia tied to a chair 
covered in vomit, with a bowl of mayonnaise, jam, Vaseline, and 
curry in front of her. Once, Celia finds her schoolbook covered 
in caterpillars. Another time, Kevin puts Celia in a tree and 
doesn't help her down. Still, Celia continues to trust Kevin no 
matter what he does. 


Kevin has always acted differently around Eva and Franklin 
respectively, but after Celia is born, the difference in Kevin's 
behavior intensifies. While Kevin always acts enthusiastic and 
happy around Franklin, he is always sullen and sarcastic around 
Eva. Kevin's schoolwork reflects his indifferent and 
unemotional affect. His writing is repetitive and detached, 
though it’s always factually accurate. Eva doesn’t remember 
much about Kevin from when he is 8 to 14 years old, but she 
remembers everything about Celia. One memory of Kevin she 
has from this time is taking him to Vietnam. Kevin finds the trip 
boring, and he calls the locals “gooks.” 


When Kevin is 10, he becomes very ill for a couple weeks. Eva is 
surprised at how much his attitude changes during his illness. 
He gratefully accepts Eva’s help. He cuddles with Eva, thanks 
her, and apologizes for vomiting on the floor. When Celia gives 
Kevin a drawing, he compliments it. Eva is shocked to see Kevin 
sad instead of mad. She realizes that he doesn’t have the 
energy at this time to hate everything. He also rejects 
Franklin’s company, as he can’t muster the fake enthusiasm he 
usually shows his father. Eva thinks that Kevin genuinely wants 
Franklin to accept him, and that it must upset Kevin that 
Franklin accepts the fake version of him. 
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Again, Celia and Kevin are polar opposites even though they are 
raised by the same parents. This suggests that Celia and Kevin's 
respective personalities are largely informed by their genetic 
compositions. 
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Celia and Franklin are similar in that they trust Kevin 
unconditionally even though there is clear evidence that Kevin is 
untrustworthy. Eva seems to care deeply for Celia, yet she is 
negligent in that she doesn't take any real measures to protect Celia 
from Kevin even though she believes that Kevin is dangerous. 


Kevin resents Eva for not loving and caring for him enough, and 
Eva’s attachment to Celia only reinforces how little she cares for 
Kevin. Instead of trying to help Kevin, Eva seems to completely give 
up on him after Celia is born. 


Eva believes that Kevin doesn’t have the energy when he’s sick to 
fake enthusiasm around Franklin, but she doesn’t consider that 
perhaps Kevin is also faking the anger and hatred he typically shows 
Eva. Eva also doesn't consider that Kevin wants her to accept him 
just as he wants Franklin to. Eva is not yet able to empathize with 
Kevin, and she doesn't fully understand her own flaws as a mother. 
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Kevin admits to liking a certain soup that Eva makes, and when 
Eva reads him Robin Hood, he loves it. Kevin recovers after two 
weeks, and suddenly returns to his bitter self. Eva asks what he 
wants to eat, and Kevin says that he doesn't give a “rat’s ass.’ 
However, he continues to read Robin Hood over and over. Eva 
and Franklin buy Kevin an archery set, and Eva is excited that 
Kevin is showing interest in something. 


CHAPTER 19: FEBRUARY 24, 2001 


nthe present, Eva visits Kevin in prison. Kevin talks about 
other mass murderers in the news. He criticizes some of them 
for their flawed techniques and seems to idolize others. Eva 
asks Kevin why he chose to kill the specific students he did. He 
replies that he didn't like them. Eva asks specifically about 
Denny, and Kevin responds that Denny was a bad actor in the 
school plays. Eva asks about another one of Kevin's victims, 
whom the whole school applauded for making a speech about 
being gay. One student Kevin killed had sent a petition to the 
government about Bill Clinton’s impeachment, another of 
Kevin's victims had a promising basketball career ahead of him, 
and another (Espinoza) won a prize for academics. 


Eva asks Kevin if he wanted to ruin Eva’s life and leave only her 
alive so that the two of them could get to know each other 
better. Eva brings up another of Kevin's victims, Laura 
Woolford. She was beautiful. Eva says that Kevin must have 
had a crush on her. Kevin denies this. Eva says that producers 
are now making movies about the event, and Eva will tell them 
that Kevin's motive was that he was in love with Laura, but she 
rejected him. After all, Eva notes, Laura is the only one Kevin hit 
right in the chest. Kevin responds that Eva never cared about 
his thoughts or feelings before the murders. She blows up in 
anger, saying that she has no pity for him. Kevin mocks her and 
laughs. 


Eva tries to enrage Kevin because she wants him to feel small. 
She doesn't actually believe that his crush on Laura was his 
motive. After studying his victim's lives, Eva concludes that 
each of them was highly passionate about something, and Eva 
nows that other people’s passions have always annoyed 
Kevin—he has always tried to ruin other’s enjoyment. For 
example, he purposely walks directly in front of a camera if he 
sees someone taking a picture of something. 
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The fact that Kevin admits to liking Eva’s soup when he’s sick 
suggests that his hateful behavior is all an act. When he is sick, 
though, he doesn’t have the energy to keep up the act, and he lets 
his guard down. This further complicates the root cause of Kevin's 
angry and bitter behavior. Ultimately, it seems that Kevin genuinely 
loves Eva and craves her affection. And if this is true, one may 
interpret his angry, hateful behavior as a reaction to not getting the 
maternal love and affection he so craves. The main character in 
Robin Hood is an archer, which inspires Kevin's interest in the 
sport. Eva is so happy that Kevin is interested in archery that she 
fails to consider how violent Kevin's only interest is. 


Maybe Eva asks about Kevin's motives because she hopes that 
finding answers will absolve her of blame. Regardless, trying to 
understand Kevin's mindset ultimately leads her to be able to 

empathize with him and to help her move on from the tragedy. 


Eva is joking when she asks Kevin if he left her alive to spend more 
time with her, but it may not actually be too far from the truth— at 
this point she underestimates how much he cares about her. Eva 
tries to humiliate and hurt Kevin, which is perhaps justified now 
that he is a murderer, though Eva has always sought revenge on 
Kevin when she is upset with him. Kevin is also vengeful, and it 
stands to reason that he learned this trait from Eva. 


Kevin does seem to want to ruin others’ enjoyment, and this, too, he 
may have learned from Eva. Throughout Kevin's childhood, Eva 
admits to finding satisfaction in upsetting him. 
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When Kevin is 14, Eva chaperones his school dance. She 
watches Kevin from a distance in the school gym. Kevin is with 
his friend Lenny, and other students seem to try to avoid the 
two of them. “Stairway to Heaven” plays, and only one girl 
starts to dance. She wears an unfashionable dress and is clearly 
a social outcast. She dances exuberantly. Eva watches Kevin 
approach the girl and whisper something in her ear. Eva doesn't 
know what he says, but the girl is horrified. Eva knows that 
whatever Kevin said to the girl her must have changed her life. 
The dance takes place in the same gym that Kevin later 
commits the murders. 


CHAPTER 20: MARCH 2, 2001 


When Kevin is 14, police come to the door with Kevin and 
Lenny and report that the two boys were throwing bricks down 
on cars from a bridge. Eva is surprised and pleased when 
Franklin reacts with outrage—he yells and swears at Kevin. 
Franklin talks to Kevin privately, and when Franklin emerges, he 
is perfectly calm. He explains to Eva that the whole event had 
been Lenny’s idea—Kevin had discouraged Lenny but gone 
along with it anyway. Eva tells Franklin that the only reason 
Kevin likes Lenny is because Lenny is unintelligent and will do 
anything Kevin wants. Later, Eva overhears Kevin and Lenny 
talking. Kevin says that Lenny owes him because Kevin took the 
blame. Kevin, on the other hand, doesn't like being associated 
with the event because he has “standards” and throwing bricks 
over a bridge is “trite” 


CHAPTER 21: MARCH 3, 2001 


Shortly after the police come to the house, Eva decides to have 
an outing with Kevin. She decides that she can’t blame Kevin for 
refusing to talk to her if she never tries to talk to him herself, 
and so she plans a day for just the two of them that includes 
miniature golf and dinner. Kevin wears bright orange, and his 
shirt is so tight that it pulls back his shoulders, making him look 
handcuffed. They play miniature golf, and Kevin wins easily—his 
archery teacher says that he has impeccable hand-eye 
coordination. The time passes slowly, and Eva and Kevin barely 
speak. They go Christmas shopping, and Kevin accuses Eva of 
celebrating Christmas only for the fun parts of the holiday 
while passing on the “boring” religious parts. She agrees that 
this is true. 
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The school dance is a perfect example of Kevin finding pleasure in 
ruining others’ enjoyment. Since Kevin finds so little pleasure in life, 
perhaps the pleasure he takes in seeing others’ misfortunes stems 
from his jealousy of others’ happiness. It’s unclear what Kevin said 
to the girl at the dance, but it could possibly foreshadow some detail 
about the murders he later commits. 


When Eva overhears Kevin and Lenny’s conversation, she has 
definite proof that Kevin seeks to cause destruction and harm and 
that Kevin consistently lies to Franklin. Again, Franklin denies that 
Kevin's behavior is problematic. He is so determined to preserve his 
fantasy of his perfect family that he chooses to believe his son's 
obvious lies over police officers. 
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Kevin’s outfit foreshadows his arrest and imprisonment—he looks 
like he’s in handcuffs, and his orange outfit is reminiscent of a prison 
uniform. The detail about Kevin’s skill in archery might foreshadow 
the method Kevin uses to murder his classmates later on, as might 
the stellar hand-eye coordination he demonstrates while playing 
miniature golf. 
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Eva insists on going home before heading to dinner so that 
Kevin can change into more appropriate clothes. On the drive 
home, Eva makes a disparaging remark about fat people. Kevin 
comments that she’s overly critical. She responds that he is, 
too, and he says he picks it up from her. Eva realizes that every 
time she has the urge to make a comment, it really is something 
negative. At home, Eva changes into a pink silk dress. Franklin 
comments that the sensual style of the dress might make Kevin 
uncomfortable, but Eva responds that she just wants to dress 
nicely for the occasion. Eva enters the kitchen to find Kevin 
eating a whole cold chicken over the sink, even though they are 
about to go to a restaurant. At dinner, Kevin doesn’t order 
anything. Eva orders multiple courses for herself but feels 
uncomfortable eating alone. 


Eva asks Kevin about school, but he refuses to engage in the 
conversation. He asks her why she doesn't like America. Eva 
rants that Americans are spoiled and entitled. Kevin takes 
notes with a red crayon as she speaks. Eva feels like she’s finally 
connecting with her son. When she finishes talking, Kevin 
refers to his notes and explains how Eva herself embodies all 
the traits she hates about Americans. He criticizes her for being 
rich, ignorant, and entitled. Eva pays without responding, and 
they go home. 


Later, Eva decides to buy Celia a short-eared elephant shrew 
for Christmas. It is very expensive and hard to find, because it’s 
an imported endangered animal. Franklin buys Kevin a 
crossbow. One day, the shrew, whom Celia names Snuffles, 
disappears. Eva asks Celia if Kevin was playing with Snuffles, 
but Celia says she must have left the cage door open. Franklin 
and Eva stay up until 3:00 a.m. looking for it, but they don’t find 
it. Celia is absentminded, so Eva accepts that Celia simply 
forgot to close the door and Snuffles escaped. Later, Kevin and 
Celia’s bathroom sink clogs. Eva uses a clog remover to clear it. 


CHAPTER 22: MARCH 8, 2001 


A few days after Snuffles disappears, Eva and Franklin hire a 
new nanny, Robert. They make an agreement that Robert will 
watch Celia only until Kevin is home from school. Kevin is 14, 
and Eva and Franklin agree that he is old enough to look after 
his sister, as Eva has returned to work by this point. One day, 
Eva works late, and Franklin calls her as she’s driving home to 
say that Celia is in the hospital. When Eva arrives to the 
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Kevin's comment that his overly critical nature comes from Eva may 
be one of the first impetuses for Eva to reflect on how her actions 
have influenced Kevin's personality. It is perhaps strange that Eva 
chooses to wear a revealing dress to dinner with her son, and detail 
highlights the fact that Eva generally has an inappropriate 
relationship to Kevin. In any case, Eva’s desire to look nice gestures 
toward her pattern of seeking validation from her son instead of 
providing him with validation and emotional support. 
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Kevin's crayon is red—the color Eva associates with him and with 
the shame and humiliation he makes her feel. Eva finds this outing 
with Kevin devastating, which is the same way she felt when Kevin 
sprayed red ink on her maps, when Kevin commits mass murder, 
and when the neighbors vandalize her house with red paint after the 
murders. Also of note, Kevin may have criticized Eva just to make 
her feel bad, but his point about Eva’s anti-American attitude being 
hypocritical is somewhat valid. 


Eva's first thought is that Kevin did something to Snuffles, but she is 
quick to discard the idea. However, the clogged bathroom sink 
implies that Kevin may have killed Snuffles and disposed of his 
remains in the sink. Eva has already stated that she believes Kevin is 
dangerous, but she clearly isn’t yet aware of the level of violence 
that he’s capable of. 


Celia losing her eye ties her character to her name, which comes 
from the Latin word for “blind.” This association also alludes to 
Celia’s “blind” trust in Kevin: she doesn’t see Kevin for who he really 
is. Though Eva’s narration doesn't reveal how Celia sustained her 
injury, readers can guess that Kevin very likely had something to do 
with it, given his interest in violence and suffering. 


hospital, Franklin’s expression reassures her that Franklin does 

love Celia after all. Celia is in surgery, and Franklin tells Eva that 

Celia got drain cleaner in her eye. Eva doesn’t understand how 

it could’ve happened. A surgeon emerges and informs them 

that he was unable to save Celia’s eye. 

©2023 LitCharts LLC www.LitCharts.com Page 37 


All LitCharts 


Get hundreds more LitCharts at www.litcharts.com 


Eva and Franklin convene in Franklin’s light blue pickup truck 
outside the hospital. Eva likes the truck because it reminds her 
of when she and Franklin were first dating. Franklin accuses 
Eva of leaving the clog remover out in the kids’ bathroom. Eva 
is shocked at the accusation—she is certain that she put the 
clog remover away behind a child lock after using it. Eva 


suggests that Kevin left the chemical out. This enrages Franklin, 


though he expects Eva to accuse him of this. Kevin told Franklin 
that he heard Celia scream, rinsed her eye with water, and then 
called an ambulance. Eva argues that Kevin couldn't have 
responded quickly because the chemical takes a long time to 
cause so much damage as it did to Celia—her face is burned on 
one side. 


Eva cries in Franklin’s truck. Franklin pleads with her to take 
responsibility and assure Kevin that he did nothing wrong. Eva 
tries to convince Franklin that something is seriously wrong 
with Kevin, but Franklin dismisses her concerns as outrageous. 
Eva agrees not to outwardly blame Kevin, and Franklin agrees 
never to leave Celia alone with Kevin again. As Eva gets out of 
his car, Franklin tells her that he thinks she should go to 
therapy. 


Celia stays in the hospital for several weeks—she contracts an 
infection, which complicates her healing process. At the house, 
Franklin and Eva barely speak, but Eva does her best to remain 
good natured. Per Franklin’s instructions, Eva thanks Kevin for 
being attentive to Celia when she was hurt. Eva looks directly 
at Kevin's face as she speaks to him, and he looks so much like 
her that she feels like she’s looking at herself. Even so, she can't 
figure out what he’s thinking. 


Franklin tells Kevin that Celia will have a glass eye and that 
she'll need Kevin’s help and support. As Franklin speaks, Kevin 
gets a bag of lychees from the fridge. He peels the pink peel off 
and plays with it. He splits open the whitish fruit to reveal the 
brown seed at its core. Kevin eats lychee after lychee, playing 
with and destroying each one as he eats it. Eva remarks that 
she didn’t know Kevin liked them and that they’re “very 
delicate.” Eva leaves the room, disgusted, and Kevin laughs. 
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Celia’s metaphorical blindness to the truth about Kevin is one thing 
she has in common with Franklin. The two are similar—Franklin is 
also so naive and optimistic that he is unable to see the truth about 
his son. Eva associates both her daughter and husband with the 
color blue. Franklin’s blue car reminds Eva of a simpler and more 
innocent time of their lives. Light blue is also the color of the sky, or 
the heavens, which is the other meaning of Celia’s name (the name 
is derived from the Roman name Caelius, which derives from the 


) 


Latin word caelum, or “heaven’) 
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Franklin’s commitment to the idea that there is nothing wrong with 
Kevin becomes increasingly unreasonable. Franklin’s suggestion of 
therapy recalls Eva’s earlier declaration that she doesn't believe in 
therapy because she considers it an American concept. This 
reiterates how different Franklin and Eva’s core values are and how 
harmful these differences are to their relationship and family. 
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Eva notices Kevin’s physical resemblance to her as he gets older. 
This foreshadows how Eva will soon come to terms with how similar 
Kevin’s personality actually is to hers. 
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The imagery of the lychees is reminiscent of human eyeballs (which 
are also “very delicate”). Kevin seems to try to torment Eva by 
meticulously destroying the fruits, subtly implying that he destroyed 
Celia’s eye in the same way. Kevin knows that Eva suspects him of 
hurting Celia but that Franklin will defend him no matter what. At 
this point, it is clear that Kevin has been manipulating and lying to 
Franklin his whole life in order to secure Franklin's loyalty. Celia’s 
glass eye symbolizes Franklin and Celia’s blindness to Kevin's true 
nature. 
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Eva hates being alone in the house with Kevin. She hardly talks 
to him, and she doesn't ask questions if he leaves the house. 
Eva tells Franklin that Kevin masturbates in the bathroom with 
the door open. She can tell that Kevin waits until Eva is near 
enough to see and hear him before he does so. Franklin replies 
that this is normal. Eva asks Franklin to talk to Kevin about it, 
but she also knows that if Kevin thinks a behavior bothers 
someone, he will do it even more. The next day, Kevin 
masturbates loudly with the door open. Eva approaches the 
bathroom, and Kevin looks at her disinterestedly as he 
continues. He is using butter as lubricant. Eva stares at his 
penis and then slams the door shut. She hears Kevin laugh. 


Though her situation seems dismal, Eva never considers 
leaving Franklin or her family. While Celia is still in the hospital, 
Mary Woolford comes to Eva’s door. Eva dislikes her 
immediately. Mary says that her daughter Laura is anorexic and 
that Kevin has been calling her fat. Mary advises Eva to do 
something about her son’s behavior. Eva almost laughs as she 
imagines what ridiculous defenses for Kevin Franklin would 
come up with if he were there. Eva tells Mary to teach Laura to 
“suck it up” Eva doesn’t know that this interaction will be 
repeated in court two years later. 


Celia comes home from the hospital and becomes even more 
attached to Eva. Eva closely observes how Celia acts around 
Kevin. She doesn't seem to fear him, but when he orders her 
around, she seems slightly more anxious and hesitant than she 
did before her injury. Celia used to love helping Kevin retrieve 
his archery arrows when he practiced in the yard, but Eva no 
longer allows it. Eva has to clean Celia’s empty eye socket daily, 
and the lifeless appearance of the socket disturbs her. Eva asks 
Celia once what happened when she hurt her eye. She starts 
“Kevin—" and hesitates, before saying simply that something 
got in her eye, and Kevin helped her rinse it out. 


CHAPTER 23: MARCH 11, 2001 


Celia and Eva return home from a follow-up appointment with 
the eye doctor, and the whole family watches the news. The 
news reports that there was another school shooting—there 
have been many in the past few years. Angered, Eva mocks the 
culprit, a young boy who claims he shot all the girls who 
rejected him. Kevin compares the boy’s self-pity to Eva’s 
attitude about how Armenians used to be oppressed and 
targeted (Eva is of Armenian descent and often laments 
Armenians’ historical plight). Eva continues to belittle the 
culprit of the shooting, and Kevin tells her to “shut up.’ 
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Kevin seems to have no boundaries or shame. He acts like his only 
purpose is to hurt, scare, or humiliate others, and Franklin’s 
insistence that Kevin’s behavior is normal borders on delusional. 
Eva may be limited by her husband's ignorance, but she can only 
blame herself for her own failure to take action in response to 
Kevin's behavior. 
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Kevin's behavior has worn Eva down, and she seems to think there 
is nothing she can do to change it. Again, Eva’s failure to intervene is 
an example of negligent parenting. Kevin will later kill Laura, after 
which Mary Woolford will have no empathy for Eva. This scene, in 
which Eva denies Mary empathy and refuses to hold her son 
accountable for his behavior, clarifies why Mary is particularly 
antagonistic toward Eva after the murders. 
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Eva clearly fears that Kevin poses a real danger to Celia, but she 
fails to take any real action to prevent him from hurting her. Eva 
specifically remarks on Kevin’s archery arrows, which may 
foreshadow the murders he later commits. 


Kevin's defense of the schoo! shooter suggests that he identifies 
with him. Kevin also makes a valid point about Eva’s self-pity—Eva 
does often feel sorry for herself and focus on the sacrifices she 
makes, but she struggles to find empathy for others. Kevin already 
recognizes that he and Eva are similar in that way, and Eva will 
eventually come to realize that it is true. 


O 


Page 39 


All LitCharts 


Kevin admires the school shooter’s work. Eva asks Kevin about 
girls he’s been involved with, and Kevin responds that he 
doesn't date girls—he just has sex with them. When Franklin 
and Eva criticize the shooter on the news, Kevin defends him. 
Franklin says the shooter is too young to understand other 
people and his own future. Kevin responds that he probably 
understands his future too well. Eva declares that the main 
problem that leads to school shootings is the lack of gun 
control in the U.S. Franklin retorts that the real problem is bad 
parenting. To exemplify the type of teenager who would never 
shoot up a school, Franklin earnestly tells Eva, “If you don’t 
believe me, ask Kevin.’ 


Franklin asks Kevin if he thinks a mass murder could happen at 
his school. Kevin replies that all of classmates are disturbed. 
Eva says that school shootings are becoming trendy and that 
the more shootings there are, the more common they will 
become. Eva mocks school shooters for having “sob stor[ies].’ 
Franklin criticizes her for lacking sympathy. Over the next few 
months, more school shootings make the news. One shooter, 
Kip Kinkel, kills both of his parents. He has the same initials as 
Kevin. 


People become vigilant about the issue of school shootings, and 
Kevin's own high school propagates the message that school 
shootings are preventable if everyone is aware of the signs of 
threat. Students in both Kevin's and Celia’s schools get in 
trouble for innocuous remarks and jokes that are now seen as 
potentially threatening. As time goes on, the nationwide 
paranoia about school shootings intensifies to what Eva feels is 
a ludicrous degree. One student is expelled for carrying a 
chemistry book, and another for quoting a fortune cookie. 
Kevin keeps his parents up to date on his school’s attempts to 
combat the school shooting issue. Franklin becomes worried 
for Kevin, and Eva fears him. 


Kevin predicts that if schools become too paranoid about 
shooters, they're going to “give kids ideas.’ He reports one day 
that his school went on lock down and brought in sniffer dogs 
due to an anonymous tip. They found a hit list in one student’s 
locker, Kevin reports. Eva asks about it. The student’s name 
was Espinoza. Kevin calls him a racial slur and an “amateur” for 
not removing the list from his locker. Eva asks if the lockers at 
his school have slits for ventilation, and Kevin says that they do. 
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Eva and Franklin are both too caught up in their respective 
ideologies to acknowledge their reality. Eva blames all social issues 
on American culture, and Franklin convinces himself that his family 
is perfect. Eva and Franklin’s lack of concern that their son is 
defending a school shooter exemplifies how out of touch with reality 
they both are. 
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Eva does lack sympathy for others in general. This is something she 
has in common with Kevin, although only Kevin seems to be aware 
of it. The school shooter with the same initials as Kevin foreshadows 
that Kevin will soon commit a very similar crime. 
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The innocent actions that Kevin’s classmates get in trouble for are 
minor compared to Kevin’s track record. Eva knows that Kevin is 
dangerous and violent and that she is afraid of him, but she still 
doesn't take any action to stop him from committing more violent 
acts. Again, Franklin and Eva have completely different viewpoints 
on the risk of school shootings. 
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Eva asks about slits in the lockers because she suspects Kevin of 
framing Espinoza by slipping the list into his locker. Everything 
Kevin says about school shootings is reprehensible—he clearly does 
not condemn mass murder. Still, Eva does not take any action to 
help or interfere with Kevin. 
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While Kevin is at school, Eva goes through his bedroom. Kevin 
is always immaculately tidy, and he has few belongings. He has 
no art or music, and the only novel in his room is Robin Hood. 
Eva suspects that the lack of character in Kevin’s bedroom is a 
manifestation of his secretiveness about who he really is. She 
finds a stack of floppy disks and takes one. She loads a file from 
it to her computer, and her computer shuts down. Eva 
confronts Kevin about the disk, and he responds that he 
collects viruses. She asks him why he would want to possess a 
computer virus. He doesn’t know how to explain. She posits 
that it’s to gain some kind of control, and he agrees. 


CHAPTER 24: MARCH 16, 2001 


Kevin's school sends out a memo that a teacher may be acting 
sexually inappropriate with students. The school is seeking 
further information, so Franklin and Eva ask Kevin about her. 
Kevin says the teacher was inappropriate with him, but he will 
only talk to Franklin about it. Eva doesn’t trust Kevin's story. 
Eva goes to Kevin's school for a meeting with his English 
teacher, Dana Rocco. Ms. Rocco is interested in Kevin. The 
teacher can tell that Kevin is smart but that he tries to hide it, 
and she asks Eva why Kevin is so angry all the time. She says 
Kevin tries to humiliate her by asking difficult questions in 
class. Eva tells Ms. Rocco that she’s the only teacher who's 
taken special notice of Kevin. Eva, in her letter to Franklin, 
describes Ms. Rocco as a “slim, attractive woman in her mid- 
forties.’ 


The school organizes a meeting to discuss the allegations of 
sexual behavior against Kevin’s teacher Vicki Pagorski. Kevin 
speaks to a group of students, teachers, and parents, and tells a 
detailed account of Ms. Pagorski touching him inappropriately. 
Eva knows Kevin is lying, but his story is convincing. After Kevin 
speaks, Lenny takes the stand and recounts a ridiculously over- 
the-top story about having sex with Ms. Pagorski in her 
classroom. It’s obvious to everyone that Lenny’s story is a lie. 
Still, Franklin still believes Kevin's account. Eva points out that 
Kevin claimed that the teacher locked the door before touching 
him but then later contradicted this statement, claiming that he 
ran out afterward. 
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Kevin first takes an interest in Robin Hood around the time that he 
takes up archery. He seems to be inspired by the character Robin 
Hood, who is a hero and a skilled archer. Kevin’s computer virus 
collection is another example of his interest in harming others. Eva 
seems to understand why Kevin has such a collection, suggesting 
that she relates to him on some level. Eva does share Kevin's desire 
for control—she resented being pregnant with Kevin because it took 
away her ability to control her life and body. In addition, Eva and 
Kevin struggle for power and control over each other for Kevin's 
whole life. 
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In Eva’s description of Ms. Rocco, the teacher quite resembles Eva 
herself. Eva is the main target of Kevin's antagonism, so it’s possible 
that Kevin antagonizes Ms. Rocco too because she reminds Kevin of 
Eva. Regardless, Kevin’s harassment of Ms. Rocco presents clear 
evidence that Kevin is mentally unwell. Despite this, Eva once again 
fails to intervene. 
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Eva knows that Kevin is completely untrustworthy and that he’s 
creating this false allegation just to stir up chaos. Kevin finds 
pleasure and excitement through alarming and enraging others. 
Franklin, however, will always take Kevin's word as the truth, unable 
or unwilling to cope with the idea that his son is a delinquent or a 
liar. 
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Eva and Franklin argue about Kevin just as they have many 
times before. Eva tells Franklin that the family can’t continue 
like this and that Kevin has gone too far. She wants to send him 
to boarding school. Franklin thinks Eva is delusional, or else 
somehow trying to sabotage the family. Franklin says he wants 
to separate. Eva wishes desperately that she never had Kevin. 


She realizes, though, that Franklin never completely trusted 
her and that he hasn't trusted her ever since she started 
leaving him for long periods at a time to travel. Kevin enters the 
itchen—Eva can tell that he overheard the conversation 
between her and Franklin. He looks different from how he has 
ever looked before. Looking back, Eva knows that it was that 
moment that “he decided.’ 


The school does not fire Ms. Pagorski because there is no 
evidence that she acted inappropriately, but they do take away 
her classes so that she can only do administrative work. Kevin 


Eva observes that Kevin does seem genuinely downcast, but 
she doesn’t understand why— Kevin has always been trying to 
come between Eva and Franklin. Eva realizes that the idea of 
spending the rest of his life with Franklin is horrifying to Kevin. 


CHAPTER 25: MARCH 25, 2001 


Inthe present, Eva watches TV alone in her house. She comes 
across a documentary about Kevin, and Kevin is being 
interviewed. Kevin recites to the interviewer almost verbatim 
some of what Eva has always ranted about—that Americans 
never want to take ownership of their actions. Kevin talks 
disparagingly about Franklin, calling him a fraud, and saying 
that Franklin never really knew Kevin. He defends Eva, though. 
He's tired of people blaming Eva for his murders. The camera 
reveals that the only thing on Kevin's cell wall is a photo of Eva. 
The interviewer asks Kevin why he did it. Kevin explains that no 
one ever does anything exciting, but people love watching 
murderers on TV. 


In court immediately after the murders, the opposing council 
asks Eva about warning signs that they think should have been 
obvious. Eva explains that she was genuinely unalarmed that 
Kevin ordered many arrows for his crossbow because he had 
been doing so for a long time. The only change she noticed in 
her son was that he begins to speak to her in the same fake 
enthusiastic tone he'd always used with Franklin. She assumed 
this was a result of Kevin overhearing his parents talk about 
getting a divorce. Actually, Franklin and Eva somehow grew 
closer after that conversation, even though the topic still 
loomed tacitly between them. 


©2023 LitCharts LLC 


She has only ever wanted a loving relationship with a good man. 


acts depressed and tells Franklin that he wants to go on Prozac. 
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Eva usually seems willing to sacrifice anything for Franklin, but the 
fact that she left him for long periods to travel, even when she knew 
he didn’t want her to, shows that she will always ultimately 
prioritize her own desires above his own. The conversation seems to 
hurt Kevin’s feelings, suggesting that he is not a cold-hearted 
psychopath but rather that he craves love and acceptance from his 
parents. Eva implies that Kevin decides in this moment to commit 
mass murder. 
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Kevin fakes enthusiasm and normalcy around Franklin because he 
knows that Franklin wouldn't accept him otherwise. If Kevin truly 
has been trying to separate Franklin and Eva, it’s more likely 
because he hoped to spend his life with Eva alone. Kevin first reveals 
his true feelings about his parents when he is sick and only wants to 
be around Eva, and his preferences also become apparent in the 
aftermath of the murders. 


This is the first instant that Eva has real insight into Kevin’s true 
feelings. It seems that Kevin has always secretly admired Eva and 
perhaps even relates to her. Kevin's answer about his motive for the 
murders reiterates the idea that he will chase excitement to a 
catastrophic degree. It also suggests his desire for attention and 
recognition. Eva can relate to these motives. 
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Perhaps it is true that Eva didn’t notice changes in Kevin's behavior 
leading up to the murders, but there certainly were warning signs 
that Kevin might commit such a crime—he had been violent toward 
people before, he defended the schoo! shooters on the news, and he 
is a chronic liar and manipulator, among other troubling incidents. 
Eva was certainly negligent to ignore these warning signs, but it’s 
also plausible that she became desensitized to his problematic 
behavior after seeing it—and seeing Franklin disregard it— for his 
entire life. 
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CHAPTER 26: APRIL 5, 2001 


In the present, Eva writes to Franklin that Kevin still would 
have done the murders even if Franklin didn't gift Kevin a 
crossbow. Eva thinks Kevin chose to use the crossbow because 
it let him show off and was unique. Kevin seemed to try to 
separate his crime from any meaning. He wasn't bullied in 
school and wasn't raised by neglectful parents. Choosing a 
crossbow instead of a gun ensured that no one could blame the 
murders on gun control laws. 


On the day Eva refers to simply as Thursday, Franklin 
compliments Eva’s outfit in the morning. They're getting along 
well, and Eva hopes to save the marriage. Kevin comes 
downstairs in the morning dressed uncharacteristically nicely. 
Franklin explains to Kevin in great detail how a particular 
camera works. In the middle of Franklin's explanation, Kevin 
snaps at his father to “shut up” Then Kevin suddenly rants 
about all the things Franklin does that Kevin hates or doesn’t 
care about. The outburst surprises the rest of Kevin's family, 
but they don't say anything. Eva says goodbye to Celia twice, 
and Franklin gives Eva an unusually passionate kiss goodbye. 


The same day, Eva goes to work as usual. She stays late, and at 
6:15 p.m. a coworker asks Eva if her son goes to Gladstone 
High. Eva checks the news and sees that there was a shooting 
at the school. Eva calls Franklin, but his phone is off. Kevin 
doesn't pick up either. Eva never doubts that Kevin was truly 


acting malicio 
letters thus fa 
school, she on 


usly in all of the actions she’s described in her 
r, but when she hears there is a shooting at his 
ly fears for his safety. She doesn’t consider that 


he could be th 


e shooter. 


Kevin sends letters on school stationary to nine students and 
one teacher, congratulating them on their various 
achievements and inviting them to a special ceremony in the 
school gym at 3:15. As everyone gathers in the gym, Kevin 
locks all the doors. The gym has two levels, and Kevin stands on 
the second level, looking down to his victims. He shoots Laura 
first, and skillfully injures most of the rest of them with arrows. 
Kevin shoots for around 10 minutes. Afterward, he waits in the 
gym for a couple hours before police break in. Most of the 
victims bleed to death slowly. 
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This passage recalls the conversation Eva and Franklin had when 
they were watching news about the latest school shooter with 
Kevin. In that conversation, Franklin blamed the shooting on bad 
parenting while Eva blamed it on gun control laws. Here Eva 
suggests that Kevin chose to use his crossbow to prove to Eva that 
gun control laws have nothing to do with his murders and to try to 
force her to confront accountability for her bad parenting. Once 
more, she focuses on how Kevin has wronged her rather than how 
she might have wronged Kevin. 
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Kevin's outburst at Franklin suggests that something changes in 
Kevin's attitude—he doesn't seem to care anymore about keeping up 
a facade of enthusiasm in front of Franklin. Overall, the morning has 
an unusual feeling, suggesting that something significant is about to 
take place. 


Eva’s concern for Kevin indicates that she truly cares for him. Eva 
and Kevin seem to feel similarly about each other. They may not 
enjoy each other’s company, and they may hate certain traits about 
each other, but they understand each other and in some way do 
care for each other. 
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Kevin's murders are particularly gruesome and bloody because he 
uses a crossbow. The imagery of the gymnasium splattered with 
blood is reminiscent of the time Kevin splashes red ink all over Eva's 
study, as well as the time Eva’s neighbors cover her house with red 
paint. These are three of the most upsetting events to Eva in the 
novel. 
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Eva pulls into the school parking lot just in time to see Kevin 
walk out of the gym in handcuffs. She calls Franklin repeatedly 
as she drives to the police station, but Franklin's phone is off. 
Eva calls her home phone, expecting Robert to pick up. She is 
enraged at Franklin and Robert for not answering. When Eva 
arrives at the station, she sees Kevin behind a glass window. 
They stare at each other, and Eva sees that Kevin is happy with 
his work. She still doesn’t know the details of what happened. In 
the police station Eva sits across from a boy, Joshua, whose 
clothes are covered with blood. The police try to gather 
information from Eva, but she is too beside herself to talk. 


The police ask if Eva wants to talk to Kevin, and she begs them 
not to make her speak to him. The officers tell Eva to go home, 
and she is in shock that she doesn’t have to spend the night in a 
cell at the station. She feels that she should. Eva drives home 
and finds that all the lights are off in the house. She walks inside 
and calls for Franklin and Celia. She looks in all the bedrooms 
multiple times. Finally, she turns the outdoor lights on to 
illuminate the archery range. Celia is pinned to the target by 
five arrows, and Franklin lies dead in the bushes nearby. He has 
three arrows in his body. 


CHAPTER 27: APRIL 8, 2001 


Kevin's mass murder is the only thing that truly feels exotic to 
Eva. She realizes that the experience of something truly foreign 
is simply the longing to return home. Eva is impressed by how 
well-organized Kevin's plan is. He commits the murders mere 
days before his 16th birthday so that he will be tried as a minor 
and get a lighter sentence. He also asked to go on Prozac in 
order to plea that the drug made him psychotic. When Eva first 
visits Kevin in prison, she asks why he left her alive. He 
responds that the murders were for her—he was trying to 
exact revenge on her. During one of Eva’s initial visits, Kevin 
holds Celia’s glass eye in his hand. Eva is horrified and warns 
him that if he ever shows her the eye again, Eva will never 
return. 
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Today's date is two years since the murders. Eva goes to see 
Kevin in prison. Kevin is scared because he is almost 18 and will 
soon be transferred to an adult prison. Eva tells Kevin that she 
misses Franklin and Celia. She asks Kevin why he did it, and 
Kevin struggles to meet her gaze. He says he doesn’t know 
anymore. He gives Eva a tiny wooden coffin that he made. Eva 
knows that Celia’s eye is inside. Eva hugs Kevin as she leaves, 
and she thinks she hears him apologize. 
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The image of Joshua covered in blood reiterates the extreme gravity 
of Kevin's destruction. Kevin’s strange behavior earlier in the day 
suggests that he might have something to do with Franklin and 
Robert not answering their phones. 
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The fact that Eva is surprised that no one immediately holds her 
responsible for Kevin's murders reiterates how conflicted she feels 
about how much guilt and blame she deserves to bear. She feels 
guilty right away, but later on she seeks to prove to the public that 
she should not be blamed. Finally it becomes clear why Franklin and 
Celia are separated from Eva: Kevin killed them. Kevin may have left 
Eva alive because she’s the only member of the family that he cares 
about, but he also seems to have wanted to hurt and isolate her to 
the greatest extent possible, effectively punishing her for all the hurt 
she has caused him throughout his life. 
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Eva finally comes to a greater understanding of her need for novelty 
and excitement. She realizes that nothing will ever satisfy her—the 
only truly new experiences she’s had haven't been positive ones. 
Kevin says now that he wanted to get revenge on Eva, but later, in 
the documentary, he says that Eva isn't responsible for the murders. 
The truth, the novel seems to suggest, is that Eva and Kevin are 
both to blame. 
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Celia’s glass eye symbolizes Franklin and Celia’s blindness to Kevin’s 
malice. Because of Franklin and Celia’s ignorance, no one ever really 
acknowledges how much Eva has been through with Kevin until he 
gives her the glass eye, apparently as an apology. The gift could also 
symbolize Eva’s continued failure to acknowledge her own 
complicity in Kevin’s crimes: Kevin, in making this grand apology, is 
giving Eva permission to believe the version of the truth that allows 
her to live with herself, however deluded it may be. 
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